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ABSTRACT 
Parental aspirations and expectations for adolescents have long been linked to 
academic achievement; however, the research does not distinguish between these two 
terms, which are significantly different, and the majority of studies in this area have been 
quantitative. The present study interviewed 30 high school juniors and seniors from 
working class and professional class backgrounds. The study focused on the extent to 
which and how adolescents report that their aspirations and expectations were influenced 
by their perceptions of their parents' and significant others' aspirations and expectations. 
Interviews were coded for the language of aspiration (e.g., "hope" and "want") and 
expectation (e.g., "ought" and "should"). Emergent themes from the interview analyses 
illustrated that adolescents perceived a spectrum of aspirations and expectations. 
Findings indicate adolescents learn of parents' aspirations and expectations 
through a combination of conversations with parents, observation of parents' 
involvement in the adolescents' academic process, and actions parents took toward their 
own higher education. Daughters frequently mentioned their mothers, and sons 
mentioned their fathers, as powerful positive or negative role models. Significant others, 
specifically guidance counselors, were integral to helping working class students make 
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their parents' aspiration that their adolescent attends college into the adolescents' own 
reality. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Parents' aspirations and expectations for their adolescent children have long been studied 
as variables that can increase the children's academic achievement. For the past 20 years, 
research has linked high parental aspirations and expectations to high adolescent 
academic achievement (Jeynes, 2007). From the history of parental involvement research, 
quantitative evidence suggests parents' aspirations and expectations are among the most 
significant factors related to adolescents' achievement; however, there is little qualitative 
data exploring the relationship. The other significant factor, parenting style, has been 
studied in much greater detail. Rothstein (20 1 0) indicates that social science research has 
found 66% of student academic achievement is related to non-school factors, which 
include the parents and the community. Therefore, individuals who make up the 
adolescents' non-school network-such as parents and significant others-play an 
important role in students' academic success. This study helps to better understand, 
through the voices of high school students, the nature of the college and career 
aspirations and expectations their parents (and significant others) have for them and how 
the students' hear and perceive these aspirations and expectations and how they shape 
their aspirations for and expectations of themselves. Two social classes of students were 
studied: working class and professional class from a suburban public high school in 
Massachusetts. In-depth semistructured interviews are the data source for this study. 
This study is important because prior research shows that aspirations and 
expectations impact adolescents' academic achievement, which is a precursor for college 
acceptance, which, in turn, leads to enrollment and eventual completion. Statistics show 
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that high school graduates without a bachelor' s degree earn significantly less in their 
lifetimes than those who complete their degree (Kantrowitz, 2007; see Figure 1). 
Therefore, educational attainment in America-particularly postsecondary attainment-is 
essential for citizens' economic security and mobility. 
Figure 1. Work-Life Earnings Estimates for Full-Time Year-Round Workers by 
Educational Attainment, 2005 
Master's Degree 
Bachelor's. Degree 
Auoclate 'a Degree 
Some <Allege no Degree 
so.o S I.O S2.0 $3.0 S4.0 S5.0 $6.0 
2005 Dollars 
Figure from Kantrowitz, 2007 
S7 .0 
Knowing the importance of completing an undergraduate degree, Gladieux and 
Swail (1999) explain: "Of all the variables that influence who enters and who succeeds in 
higher education, aspirations and academic preparation are probably the most powerful. . 
. . Expectations are important. If students expect to go to college, they are more inclined 
to take the necessary steps to make it happen" (p. 186). This study is timely because there 
is growing attention in academic journals and the popular press to the importance of 
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parents in children's academic achievement. In a recently published piece in the daily 
African-American online magazine The Root, a sociology professor critiques a 
documentary on public school reform, Waiting for Superman, which focuses on urban 
education and how to best change it. The author argues: "Waiting for Superman touts 
schools as the solution to failing education. While this is intuitive, it is almost entirely 
incorrect. In reality, what happens outside of schools-inside communities and in 
families-matters equally if not more than what happens inside school buildings" 
(L'Heureux Lewis, 2010). By highlighting the out-of-school factors, the author 
encourages the public to consider that children spend two-thirds of their life outside of 
the classroom, which means parents and community play an important role in the 
academic success or failure of children, and should, at the very least, be involved in the 
discussion on how to positively impact urban public education. 
This absence of parents from the discussion on public school reform in Waiting 
for Superman is perhaps not surprising, given its focus on Michelle Rhee, former 
chancellor of the Washington, D.C., public school system, who wrote a "manifesto" with 
Joel Klein, chancellor of the New York City public school system, that pays scant 
attention to the role of parents. Their manifesto (published in the Washington Post) 
charges that the problem with failing schools is the complexity around removing 
incapable teachers and the lack of pay for high-quality teachers. In response to this essay, 
Richard Rothstein, a widely respected economist, wrote a response (also published in the 
Washington Post), asserting: 
There is a world of difference between claiming, as the Klein-Rhee statement 
does, that the single biggest factor in student success is teacher quality and 
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claiming, as Barack Obama does in his more careful moments, that the single 
biggest school factor is teacher quality. Decades of social science research have 
demonstrated that differences in quality of schools can explain about one-third of 
the variation in student achievement. But the other two-thirds is attributable to 
non-school factors. (201 0) 
By dismissing the importance of parents in academic achievement, Klein and Rhee 
ignore decades of scholarly research on the subject that empirically confirms the effect of 
parents on their children's academic achievement. This is detrimental because it 
"prevents careful consideration of policies that could truly raise the achievement of 
America's children" (Rothstein, 2010). If American society is committed to increasing 
the academic achievement of its next generation, then it is pertinent to consider the 
relationships between children and their parents. 
It is an understanding of how adolescents process their perceptions of their 
parents' aspirations and expectations for education that needs more research. In 
particular: Are there significant others, 1 besides parents, within the family or outside the 
family, who may also impact adolescents ' perceptions of aspirations and expectations? 
Does social class impact what aspirations and expectations adolescents perceive from 
their parents and significant others? These questions prompted a wide-ranging literature 
review-both theoretical and empirical-about parental, and significant others', 
aspirations and expectations and adolescents ' perceptions of these aspirations and 
1 Significant others are included because adolescence is a period of life in which children spend an 
increasing amount of time away from parents; however, significant others as they relate to aspirations and 
expectations have barely been studied in the literature, which is why the researcher refers in the text to the 




Upon reviewing several theoretical frameworks (Bandura, 1986; Bronfenbrenner, 
1989; Coleman, 1988; Higgins, 1987), Coleman's theory of social capital was determined 
to be the best fit for the study. This was for three reasons: (1) It focuses on social class, as 
the current study does; (2) it provides a context for studying social capital within the 
family (e.g., the dyad of the parent and child); and (3) it provides a context for studying 
social capital outside the family (e.g., the impact of significant others on the adolescent). 
Additionally, after a thorough literature review of empirical studies, it became clear that 
while there is growing research on the importance of aspirations and expectations, there 
is little qualitative research on how parents' and significant others' aspirations and 
expectations are perceived by adolescents across social class and how this impacts their 
own aspirations and expectations. This research gap was originally identified by Dr. 
William Jeynes, a well-known researcher in the area of parental involvement, who at the 
end of a meta-analysis on parental involvement and academic achievement determined: 
"Qualitative research can also supplement the findings of this study by ascertaining the 
ways that teachers, parents and students perceive that parental involvement benefits 
students the most" (2007, p. 104). 
2 Specifically, the researcher did a comprehensive literature review of online research databases including, 
but not limited to: PsychiNFO, ERIC, Dissertation Abstracts International, and Web of Science. 
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Statement of the Problem 
Research indicates that parents' expectations, across different racial and socioeconomic 
groups, are an integral and significant factor related to adolescents' academic 
achievement (Hoge, Smit, & Crist, 1997; Keith, Keith, Bickley, & Singh, 1992; Keith, 
Keith, Quirk, Cohen-Rosenthal, & Franzese, 1996; Keith et al., 1998; Keith & Lichtman, 
1994; Mau, 1997; Paulson, 1994a, 1994b; Peng & Wright, 1994; Trivette & Anderson, 
1995; Yan, 1999). While there is a growing body of research on the importance of 
expectations across racial and socioeconomic groups, there is little research on how 
expectations and aspirations are perceived by the adolescent across social class lines. By 
examining two different social classes-those from the working class and those from the 
professional class-the researcher learned what is different about how parents (and 
significant others) convey aspirations and expectations and how adolescents perceive 
them. Based on her review of the literature that found ethnic differences in the 
conveyance of expectations, the researcher reasons that this may have incorporated (and 
been confounded with) social class differences. 
Significance of the Study 
This is a hypothesis-generating study that focused on a socioeconomically diverse sample 
to see how adolescents' perceptions of their parents' and significant others' aspirations 
and expectations for education impact their own aspirations and expectations; and how, if 
at all, aspirations and expectations are related to social class. This study helped to better 
understand, through adolescents' responses, how parents', and possibly significant 
others', expectations and aspirations shape adolescents' own expectations. Knowing 
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expectations and aspirations are highly related to academic achievement and educational 
attainment in the United States, hearing how adolescents' perceive these expectations and 
aspirations for them and how, if at all, they shape their own expectations and aspirations, 
can help identify what it is their parents or significant others are saying, or doing, to 
impact their own educational futures. 
Definition of Terms 
adolescent: The adolescents in this study were in their junior or senior year in a public 
high school. 
aspirations3 : What one hopes or dreams to be or to have happen (Newkirk, 1998). 
expectations: What parents, significant others, or the student, thinks he or she ought to do 
or should do (e.g., study hard, go to college). 
human capital: Refers to the skills and knowledge acquired by an individual (e.g., a 
college education); it is less tangible than physical capital (e.g., tools, machines). 
Human capital can assist with productivity because of the new skills individuals 
developed (Coleman, 1988, p. 1 00). 
parent: The birth or adopted mother or father or stepmother or -father. 
significant others: Outside the family this may include: peers, schoolteachers, group 
leaders (e.g., sports coach), boyfriend/girlfriend, other adults; and within the 
family this may include: siblings and other adult relatives (Hendry, Roberts, 
3 For the purposes of this study, the researcher will separate aspirations from expectations. This is because a 
previous dissertation study (Newkirk, 1998), found "educational aspirations and expectations correlated 
r=.61 p<.OOOl , which suggests that the two indices, while highly related, measure two sufficiently different 
variables" (p. 23). 
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Glendinning, & Coleman, 1992). 
social capital: Refers to the relations between persons where there is extensive trust and 
trustworthiness which facilitates productivity; it is even less tangible than human 
capital (Coleman, 1988, pp. S100-101). This dissertation focuses on two forms of 
social capital: 
1) Outside the family, within the community: This pertains to the relationships 
between adults and children who are not their own (Coleman, 1987). 
2) Within the family: This pertains to the relationships between adults and their 
children; the norms, expectations, and social networks valued while the 
child is growing up (Coleman, 1987). 
student perceptions: Individual memories of experiences and subjective conclusions 
determined from these experiences (Antosca, 1996). 
Theoretical Framework 
Given that expectation is generally considered the cornerstone of sociological theory, it is 
useful to examine the work ofthe sociologist James Coleman, whose work on social 
capital has already been briefly touched upon. Coleman's research focused on the 
intersection of families and schools and how families, specifically parents, can create 
social capital within the family-through their expectations for their children, which in 
tum can lead to academic achievement. 
Coleman's landmark publication, Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966), 
attempted to answer four important questions: (1) How segregated (racially and 
ethnically) are the public schools? (2) Do schools offer educational opportunities that are 
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considered good indicators of educational quality? (3) How much do students learn as 
indicated by their performance on standardized tests? ( 4) What is the relationship 
between students' achievement and the schools they attended? One of his major findings 
was that family background made more of a difference in achievement than variability 
among schools the students attended (Coleman, 1966). This finding-that families have a 
larger impact on achievement than schools-likely contributed to the social capital theory 
that he introduced more than twenty years later. 
In his article Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital (1988), Coleman 
advances the theory of social capital and how it can be used to study dropouts from high 
school. He explains the importance of social capital by offering two stark examples (one 
historical, one more current): 
Human capital is approximately measured by parents' education and provides the 
potential for a cognitive environment for the child that aids learning. Social 
capital within the family is different from either of these. Two examples give a 
sense of what it is and how it operates. 
John Stuart Mill, at an age most children attend school, was taught Latin 
and Greek by his father, James Mill, and later in childhood would discuss 
critically with his father and with Jeremy Bentham drafts of his father's 
manuscripts. John Stuart Mill probably had no more extraordinary genetic 
endowments, and his father's learning was no more extensive than that of some 
other men of the time. The central difference was the time and effort spent by the 
father with the child on intellectual matters. 
In one public school district in the United States where texts for school use 
were purchased by children's families, school authorities were puzzled to 
discover that a number of Asian immigrant families purchased two copies of each 
textbook needed by the child. Investigation revealed that the family purchased the 
second copy for the mother to study in order to help her child do well in school. 
Here is a case in which the human capital of the parents, at least as measured 
traditionally by years of schooling, is low, but the social capital in the family 
available for the child's education is extremely high. (pp. S 1 09-S 11 0) 
The first example, in particular, offers a glimpse into the importance of a parent's 
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expectation and the child's achievement in response to this expectation. Coleman's model 
asserts, in sum, that a key factor of social capital within the family is parents' expectation 
(the other key factors are: number of siblings in the home; and two parents in the home), 
and social capital has a greater impact on a child's education than human capital. He 
explains further: "If the human capital possessed by parents is not complemented with 
social capital embodied in the family relations, it is irrelevant to the child's educational 
growth that the parent has a great deal, or a small amount, of human capital" (p. S 11 0). 
Therefore, if parental expectations for their children's education are integral to 
developing social capital, and social capital shows "evidence of considerable value in 
reducing the probability of dropping out of high school" (p. S 119), then studying 
adolescents' voices about their perceptions of these aspirations and expectations for 
education is important because it helps us better understand the process of how 
adolescents feel and are shaped by these expectations and aspirations for education. 
Research Question 
Prior research has not adequately addressed an important question on which this study 
focuses. The question is: To what extent and in what ways-from their own 
descriptions-are the educational aspirations and expectations of high school juniors and 
seniors from different socioeconomic backgrounds influenced by their perceptions of 
their parents', and possibly significant others', aspirations and expectations for education 
for them? 
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2. REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 
In the last twenty years there have been an increasing number of scholarly articles 
addressing the importance of parents, particularly the area of parental involvement, and 
academic achievement. One study of note is a meta-analysis by Dr. William Jeynes, one 
ofthe most frequently cited researchers in the area of parental involvement and academic 
achievement. Jeynes conducted a meta-analytic review of research on parental 
involvement and academic achievement. He included 52 quantitative studies and 
calculated the effect sizes for the overall variable of parental involvement as well as 
specific components (e.g., parental expectations, attendance and participation in school 
events, communication between parent and child regarding school, homework help and 
monitoring, and parenting style). Of these, parental expectations4 had the highest effect 
size on academic achievement (Jeynes, 2007). Based on these findings, Jeynes concludes 
that expectations and parenting style across racial groups are significantly related to 
adolescents' academic achievement and can effectively help reduce the achievement gap 
between Caucasian and some racial minority students. Moreover, Jeynes concludes in his 
final section on future recommendations that qualitative research is needed to 
complement the quantitative data on how students (and teachers and parents) perceive 
parental involvement to be the most useful. 
A critical analysis of 51 articles in the meta-analysis revealed that there were 11 
articles (Hoge et al., 1997; Keith & Lichtman, 1994; Keith et al., 1992; Keith et al., 1996; 
4 Given that these variables are likely substantially inter-correlated, it is worth considering the extent to 
which parental expectations impact the other variables, and, in a sense, diminishes their independent 
effects. 
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Keith et al., 1998; Mau, 1997; Paulson, 1994a, 1994b; Peng & Wright, 1994; Trivette & 
Anderson, 1995; Yan, 1999) that focused on parental expectations and found those 
expectations significantly related to adolescents ' academic achievement across different 
racial and socioeconomic groups. These studies helped form the foundation of the 
empirical literature review section. 
Research Studies on Parents' Aspirations and Expectations 
One of the earliest and largest quantitative studies on parental involvement and student 
perceptions was done in 1992 by Keith et al. This paper used data from the National 
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988. It had a sample size of21,835 students and 
parents, and found that students ' perceptions of their parents' involvement does impact 
achievement, even more so than parental perceptions of involvement. More specifically, 
they found that parental educational aspirations had a positive effect on overall 
achievement. This study is useful because it provides evidence that parents' educational 
aspirations do impact academic achievement across a diverse ethnic sample. It also 
highlights the importance of students' perceptions and how students do better 
academically when they perceive their parents are involved; however, it does not 
examine the specific component of parental aspirations on adolescent students' 
perceptions. 
Using the same data set as Keith et al. (1992), Trivette and Anderson (1992) 
studied four components of parental involvement: parental aspirations5 for children' s 
5 Trivette and Anderson treated expectations and aspirations as essentially synonymous. In their 
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education, parent-child communication about school, home structure, and parental 
participation in school-related activities on eighth-grade student academic achievement. 
These researchers found aspirations had a powerful effect on achievement. In their 
conclusion, the authors state how the "one factor that is critical to the academic success 
of adolescents is parental aspirations." They also emphasize that "helping parents develop 
practical ways to convey high aspirations to their middle school students may be one way 
to improve academic achievement and motivate children to work to meet higher 
expectations" (p. 8). This article supports the importance of conveyance (through verbal 
communication) of high aspirations from parents to children but did not consider how 
this communication is perceived by the adolescent. This is critical to the current study, 
because if we can learn what adolescents perceive as beneficial about their parents' 
aspirations and expectations, we can help increase academic achievement. 
Adding to the literature on the importance of students' perceptions is Antosca' s 
(1996) dissertation. Employing a mixed-method study consisting of 50 students from 
middle school-with 25 high-achieving students and 25 low-achieving students, he 
analyzed their perceptions of parental involvement as it relates to student motivation, 
attitudes, and achievement. This study defined perceptions as "personal recollections of 
experiences and subjective conclusions drawn from those experiences." The author 
reports that while the quantitative data analysis did not reveal a significant relationship 
between students' perception of parent involvement and achievement, the qualitative data 
conclusions section they allow that "different conceptualization and operational definitions of constructs 
will no doubt produce different results" (p. 8). 
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did. This analysis did not, however, differentiate among parental involvement, parental 
aspiration, and parental expectations, and the current study differentiates between 
aspirations and expectations so as to see if there is a difference in which is more 
beneficial to the adolescents' academic achievement and educational future. 
Zhang's quantitative study (1997) used data from the National Education 
Longitudinal Survey from 1988 with a sample size of approximately 25,000. The study 
attempted to answer two questions: "1) What family, parenting and student personal 
characteristics contribute to student academic achievement in each racial-ethnic group; 
and 2) what are the cross racial-ethnic differences in the family, parenting and student 
personal characteristics which contribute to student academic achievement?" (p.v). After 
running multiple regression analyses across the five racial-ethnic groups (African-
American, Asian-American, American Indian, Hispanic, and white students), the author 
reported three findings: (1) Family socioeconomic status is a powerful and significant 
variable in student achievement across all racial-ethnic groups; (2) parents' educational 
expectations are significant in student achievement across all racial-ethnic groups; and 
(3) student educational and occupational aspirations are significant predictors of student 
academic achievement across all racial-ethnic groups. This dissertation provided detailed 
support for the importance of parental expectations across race, ethnicity, and social 
class; however, it does not determine how students perceive these aspirations and 
expectations. 
An informative quantitative study in this literature review was published in 1997 
by Fuligni. His study included a sample of 1,100 Latino, East Asian, Filipino, and 
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European adolescents. His findings illustrate that more than socioeconomic status, a 
shared sense of expectations and emphasis on academic values between parent and 
student was correlated with high academic achievement. While his study asked students 
their parents' expectations and their own expectations to see if there was agreement, it 
was quantitative in nature and did not allow an opportunity for adolescents to provide an 
in-depth description of these expectations. 
A third quantitative study from 1997 by Patrikakou focused on the impact of 
parental attitudes and students' perception of these attitudes on academic achievement. 
Using the National Education Longitudinal Survey from 1988, the author examined 5,643 
adolescents from various ethnic backgrounds across multiple variables. The independent 
variables included: demographic (gender, SES, prior achievement); school-related aspects 
of parental involvement (parental involvement, parental communication, and parental 
expectations); students' perceptions of parental involvement, parental communications, 
parental expectations; and students' academic and psychology input (self-concept, time 
spent on homework, academic expectations), and their effects on academic achievement. 
Patrikakou found "evidence that parental participation is an important factor for 
academic achievement of adolescents from various ethnic groups. The strongest form of 
parental behavior emerges to be parental expectations and their perception by the 
adolescent" (1997, p. 20). Patrikakou argued that the role of parental expectations is so 
critical that school educators should work to make sure parents understand how important 
having high expectations is for their adolescents' academic achievement. However, the 
Patrikakou study lacked a qualitative component that would help understand how 
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adolescents perceive their parents' expectations, which the current study explored. 
In 1998, Chen and Lan published a quantitative study that examined how 
expectations were communicated by parents to their adolescents. This study had a sample 
size of 364 tenth-graders who were surveyed on their independence (versus obedient 
feelings), acceptance (of parents' advice), and familism (degree to which students were 
concerned about parental expectations of academic achievement). This study found 
students' aspirations were not necessarily congruent with parents' aspirations; and 
recommends that future research focus on the process through which children perceive 
parents' aspirations and expectations, which is what this study did, through 
semistructured interviews. 
In a quantitative study, Y an (1999) used Coleman's theory on social capital as a 
framework to study successful African-American students, non-successful African-
American students, and successful white students to see what role parental involvement 
plays. Y an examines social capital within the family through parent-teen interactions and 
family norms; and social capital outside the family through discussions with other parents 
and parent-school interactions. To study these four constructs of social capital, he used 
the National Education Longitudinal Survey from 1988, with a sample of 6,459 
adolescents. Yan found: "Two social capital measures ofBlack families are significantly 
lower than those of White families: discussion with other parents and parent-teen 
relationship" (p. 13). Further, he found that "African American families have higher 
levels of educational expectations than do socially comparable European American 
families" (p. 17). These findings illustrate the variability of parental expectations across 
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race-even after controlling for social class. While this study found that black families 
have lower social capital within the family on the measure of parent-teen relationships, 
Y an could not-in the absence of qualitative data-elaborate on why the relationship is 
this way. 
A quantitative study published by Kaplan, Liu, and Kaplan (200 1) attempts to fill 
a research gap in the moderating factors (e.g., parents' negative self-feelings) between 
parents' educational expectations and children's academic achievement. To address this 
gap, the researchers surveyed 1,864 pairs of parents and their adolescents (ages 11-15) 
with a questionnaire containing 810 items. Primarily, the researchers were concerned 
with the interrelationship between: (1) parents' own educational level and their children's 
perceived parental educational expectations; and (2) the children's perceived parental 
educational expectation and the child's academic achievement. Through a series of 
regression equations, the researchers found a significant positive correlation between 
parents' educational attainment and perceived parental educational expectations for their 
children and significant negative correlation between parents' negative self-feelings and 
perceived parents' expectations. Specifically, 
having parents with higher levels of negative self-feelings who report higher 
educational attainment will result in higher educational expectations for 
preadolescent children; having parents with higher levels of negative self-feelings 
who report lower educational attainment will result in lower educational 
expectations for preadolescents. (p. 9) 
The researchers reasoned this may be the case because "parents experiencing negative 
self-feelings who are at the two ends of the educational attainment spectrum are trying to 
enhance their self-worth by projecting their own academic/nonacademic selves onto their 
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children" (p. 9), or possibly that 
parents who have relatively high negative self-feelings may generally be more 
self-involved and less directed toward others .... such parents, rather than using 
their children for assuaging their negative self-feelings may instead be less likely 
to provide emotionally healthy and supportive environments for their adolescent 
children and, consequently may be less likely to communicate clear and consistent 
educational expectations. (p. 9) 
Building on the previous quantitative studies, Urdan, Solek, and Schoenfelder 
(2007) conducted the first qualitative study on parental expectations and students' 
perceptions of these expectations from various ethnic backgrounds. This study consisted 
of interviews with 4 7 high school seniors from Vietnamese, Chinese, Latin American 
(mostly Mexican), Filipino, and Caucasian backgrounds. The authors were interested in a 
diverse sample because evidence suggests that different ethnic groups may convey 
expectations differently to their children (Urdan et al., 2007). For example, Latino parents 
may want their child to succeed, but they may convey this through expecting them to 
graduate high school, whereas Asian-American parents, wanting their child to succeed, 
may expect the student to earn straight A's (Urdan et al., 2007); their findings were 
congruent with previous research on cultural differences in adolescent academic 
motivation. 
The results from these interviews yielded five themes offamily influence: (1) 
family pleasing (making family proud through high achievement); (2) family obligation 
(indebted to parents for their sacrifices so they could have an opportunity for an 
education); (3) family support (authoritative parents who had high academic 
expectations, but were also supportive); (4) aversive influence (negative family role 
models, interest in disproving low expectations); and (5) lack of influence (families 
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didn't have much impact on their academic motivation) (Urdan et al., 2007, pp. 11-12). 
Urdan et al. identified the importance of modeling: 
For example, students in the Family Obligation pattern discussed both their desire 
to serve as models for younger siblings as well as the effects of observing their 
parents struggle to achieve without a strong educational background. Students in 
the Aversive Family Influence pattern discussed the impact of observing relatives 
who failed academically, thereby serving as negative role models. A defining 
distinction between low achievers and high achievers in the sample was who they 
viewed as models. Whereas high achievers wanted to emulate their high-
achieving family members, and serve as high-achieving models themselves, low-
achievers were more likely to mention negative, low-achieving models. Although 
low-achievers in this sample said they wanted to avoid emulating such negative 
models, their low achievement suggested that the model itself may be stronger 
than the desire to avoid being like the model. (p. 18) 
This study also found that adolescents "described important influences of non-
parental family members" (Urdan et al., 2007, p. 19). The current research built on this 
research study in three ways: (1) by investigating the impact of significant others in 
addition to parents; (2) by looking at expectations across social class; and (3) by 
examining aspirations ("I hope") in addition to expectations ("I should"). Taken together, 
these studies provide empirical evidence that parents' involvement supports adolescents' 
academic achievement. More specifically, they illustrate how parents' high aspirations 
and expectations can increase academic achievement across social class. 
Research Studies on Significant Others' Aspirations and Expectations 
There is much less research conducted on the effects of significant others' aspirations and 
expectations on adolescents' academic achievement. However, given that adolescence is 
marked by an increasing amount of time away from parents (e.g., with friends, in 
extracurricular activities), it seemed important to consider the roles of significant others. 
A literature review yielded three relevant studies. 
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The first is a review of the research on adolescents' aspirations by Marini (1978), 
which includes a section titled "Peer Influence." Given that this meta-analysis drew from 
studies that used mostly all-male samples, its findings are limited; however, it does 
highlight several studies that found friends' plans for college are positively related to 
adolescents' plans for college when controlling for socioeconomic status (Alexander & 
Campbell, 1965; Alexander et al., 1975; Haller & Butterworth, 1960; Kerchkhoff, 1974; 
Williams, 1972 as cited in Marini, 1978). This meta-analysis explains, however, that "it is 
impossible to tell how much of the relationship between the future expectations of peers 
and a student's own future expectations is due to individuals choosing friends who are 
like themselves versus the influence that peers actually exert on one another" (p. 744). 
The second (Hendry et al., 1992) surveyed 180 adolescents (11-12 years old) and 
180 adolescents ( 15-16 years old) in order to find out who these adolescents defined as 
"significant others" and what characteristics made them important to the adolescent. The 
study divided the results between significant family members and significant non-family 
members. Parents were the adolescents' most "significant others" for family members 
with mothers ranking first at 56%, followed by fathers at 23%, then siblings at 13%, and 
finally grandparents at 8% (Hendry et al., 1992). Same-sex friend was the adolescents' 
most "significant other" for non-family members at 60%, followed by teacher at 20% and 
lastly sports coach or dancing teacher at 10% (Hendry et al., 1992). While these findings 
do not provide insight into what aspirations or expectations these significant others have 
for the adolescent, they do provide a framework for understanding who the significant 
others are in adolescents' lives and their level of importance. 
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In a third study, Marjoribanks (1997) created a family context model to determine 
the relationships between environmental contexts, adolescents' perceptions of parents' 
and teachers' support for learning, their parents' aspirations, and their independent-
dependent socialization orientations. The study surveyed 500 adolescents (16 years old) 
and their parents. While it did not isolate the effects of the variable significant others' 
(e.g., teachers') aspirations on adolescents, it did examine adolescents' perceptions of 
parents' and teachers' support for learning and found that this support can reconcile 
family-context differences for boys' aspirations, but less so for girls' aspirations. This 
finding indicates the importance of significant others and how they can play a mediating 
role in adolescents' aspirations when they differ from their parents' aspirations. 
Clearly, there is a lack of research on the role of significant others and how they 
impact adolescents' academic achievement. This study examined how adolescents 
perceive aspirations and expectations from parents and significant others, which fills an 
important research gap in the literature on academic achievement. 
Summary 
Prior research does not adequately address the qualitative piece of how adolescents hear 
and perceive their parents', and significant others', aspirations and expectations. The 
answer to the research question cannot be found without talking to adolescents. The 
methodology used in this study helped researchers and educators better understand the 
process-the how--of why adolescents either perceive these aspirations and expectations 




The aim of this study is to better understand how adolescents are influenced by their 
perceptions of their parents' , and possibly significant others', aspirations and 
expectations for education for them. Toward this end, a qualitative methodology was 
employed. The chapter is organized into four sections: (1) selection of participants, (2) 
instrumentation, (3) data collection, and (4) data analysis. 
Selection of Participants 
Participants in this study were purposely selected through criterion sampling. Participants 
were juniors and seniors in a suburban public high school in Massachusetts. This location 
was chosen because it offered the researcher an opportunity to start her program of 
research in a less demographically complex environment than, for example, an urban 
environment, but in a place where there are two clear populations of social class (working 
and professional). 
The guidance counselors worked with the principal to determine a list of students 
(N~80) who met the aforementioned criteria, and the students and their parents were all 
given an introductory cover letter, an informed consent form, and an assent form to sign. 
Of the 80 students, 30 returned their assent forms6 (Appendix A) with their parents' 
signed informed consent forms (Appendix B) and were included in the study. This 
sample size was approved by the dissertation committee. There was almost an even 
number of juniors (N=16) and seniors (N=14) in this study; and there were 21 females 
6 While an attempt was made by the researcher to have an even number of females and males in her study, 
this was not possible given that the females returned their informed consent forms with much more 
frequency than the males. 
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and 9 males. Of the participants, 16 were from a working class background (11 females 
and 5 males), and 14 were from a professional class background (1 0 females and 4 
males). 
For the purposes of this study, professional class adolescents were defined as 
those whose parents had college degrees, perhaps graduate degrees, and held positions 
commensurate with their education (e.g., speech pathologist, architect, and orthopedic 
surgeon). Working class adolescents were defmed as those whose parents had 
occupations that didn't require them to have a college degree (e.g., nursing assistant, 
concierge, and car salesman). It is noteworthy that the working class students self-
reported that almost half ofthem had a parent (mother or father) who was currently 
unemployed. This is perhaps not surprising given the low educational attainment of these 
parents, almost all of whom had not completed college, and the current high 
unemployment rate for this cohort (U.S. Department of Labor, 2013). This was in stark 
contrast to the professional class students, only one of whom had a father who was 
unemployed, due to economic recession of 2008 when he lost his job as a stockbroker. 7 
Working class adolescents also reported having a slightly higher number of siblings and 
having parents who were divorced or didn't live together. Two ofthese students had even 
endured personal tragedy by losing the primary parent they lived with after the divorce (a 
young man who lost his father to cancer and a young woman who lost her mother in a car 
accident). 
7 It is worth noting that the economic recession of2008 was a significant intervention, particularly in the 
lives of the professional class students, as their parents lost high-paying jobs unexpectedly. This topic came 
up repeatedly in the interviews. 
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Instrumentation 
The current study employed interviews to answer the main research question. These were 
conducted in person with the students. The questions were developed based on the 
literature review, and revised with help from the researcher's dissertation advisor and 
committee members (Appendix C). To ensure rich data, a semistructured interview 
methodology was used. The questions were intended to provoke thoughtful responses 
from the students about what educational expectations and aspirations they perceive from 
their parents and possibly significant others. These questions were all approved by the 
Boston University Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board (Protocol #2749E) 
before data collection began. 
Data Collection 
All interviews took place at the public high school in Massachusetts during school hours. 
The data collection began in May 2012 and was completed in October 2012. Fourteen 
students were interviewed in May and are referred to in the next chapter as "spring-
semester juniors or spring-semester seniors"; and 16 students were interviewed in 
September and October and are referred to as "fall-semester juniors or fall-semester 
seniors." 
The researcher was provided a conference room, adjacent to the principal's office, 
where the interviews were conducted in private. The interviews were recorded using a 
digital voice recorder, and an iRecorder was used as a backup. Member checks and 
prompts to "Tell me more," and "Can you give me some examples of that?" were done 
periodically throughout the interviews to ensure that they captured an accurate picture of 
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the interviewees. 
The researcher set out to observe the differences between aspirations and 
expectations; therefore, at the beginning of each interview, the researcher asked the 
students to think clearly about the question, "What is the difference between hope and 
expectation?" so that they would attend to the two as separate words with distinct 
definitions. Then, the researcher asked the participants a series of questions, such as, 
"What do you hope (or aspire) for yourself in the future?" and then, "How far do you 
think you should (or expect to) go in school?" Additionally, extensive field notes were 
taken during the interviews to track interviewees' physical responses (e.g., tapping on the 
table, playing with a smartphone) to questions and to serve as a reference when 
transcribing the interviews. 
While data collection was in process, the researcher would upload each interview 
she completed to her computer and transcribe the interview verbatim as soon as feasible 
after the interview. Once the field notes were incorporated into the transcriptions, the 
interviews were read multiple times and then the original interviews were listened to 
agam. 
Data Analysis 
Listening to the voices of the adolescents helped to illustrate the process of how they 
perceive aspirations and expectations for education from their parents and significant 
others. After the interviews were reread and listened to again, the researcher began data 
analysis. She coded the interviews for the language of aspirations (e.g., "hope" and 
"want") and expectations (e.g., "ought" and "should"). It is worth noting that despite the 
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researcher's best efforts to have the participants distinguish between aspirations and 
expectations, it seems that at times the students used the words interchangeably. 
Therefore, in an attempt to "stay close to the data," when students used "want," that was 
coded as an aspiration, and when they used "should," that was coded as an expectation. 
Next, the researcher carefully sifted through each transcript to see what parents, and 
significant others, aspired for or expected of these adolescents, and then she reviewed the 
transcripts for what the adolescents aspired to and expected of themselves, to see if there 
was agreement or disagreement. She began writing memos and looking for overarching 
themes that reflected the students' responses. The substantive and theoretical categories 
are represented in the next chapter. 
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4. FINDINGS 
The participants in this study shared detailed accounts with the researcher that 
helps to illustrate the nature of the life aspirations and educational expectations that these 
adolescents' parents (and significant others) hold for them, how the students hear and 
perceive these aspirations and expectations, and how they shape their aspirations for and 
expectations of themselves. The 30 conversations the researcher had with these students 
illustrate the complexity and multifaceted nature of aspirations and expectations from 
within the family, and outside the family, within the community. 
Spectrum of Parents' Expectations 
The ways in which the students described their parents' expectations for them 
demonstrated the differences between how working class parents talk to their adolescent 
children about their expectations for their future education and how professional class 
parents talk about this. In both cases, there appears to be a spectrum of parental 
expectations that the adolescents hear and perceive. 
For the working class adolescents, the spectrum had six different levels. At one 
end there was a lack of knowledge about expectations (N=l) and vague expectations 
(N=3), with one adolescent reporting her mother wanted her to "stay in school till she 
was 75." Then there was the expectation for the adolescents to do well in high school 
(N=l), which meant getting good grades and the expectation that they would go to and 
graduate from college (N=6), and at the top was earning a graduate medical degree 
(N=2). There was also one instance of parents ' expectation that resulted from their 
adolescents' own professional aspiration, which in this case was for their daughter to 
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become a pediatrician (N=l). 
There were also two instances where students reported that their expectations are 
primarily self-generated. For example, there was one young woman who had already met 
her parents' expectations, so she was now on her own for her future expectations; there 
was another young woman whose mother had died, and who was estranged from her 
father, 8 so her aspirations and expectations were primarily her own. 
The professional parents' expectations spectrum had only four categories, but it 
also began with lack of knowledge about expectations (N=2)9 and vague expectations 
(N=l), with one adolescent reporting his parents expected him to do whatever he could 
do. In the middle there was the expectation they would graduate college (N=5), and at 
the top was going to graduate school (N=S). Finally, there was one student of whom the 
researcher failed to ask this direct question; therefore, her answer is not in this data set. 
Spectrum of Parents' Aspirations 
As with parents' expectations, there was also a spectrum for parents' aspirations. 
For the working class adolescents, there appeared to be six different parental aspirations. 
At one end of the spectrum there was a lack of knowledge (N=2) about what their parents 
hope for them and low aspirations (N=l), such as one set of parents hoping their 
daughter stayed out of trouble. In the middle there seemed to be vague aspirations (N=4), 
which meant they wanted their adolescent children to be happy/successful; to college 
8 The researcher knows this because the young woman explained how when her brother left for college, he 
suggested she move in with her aunt and uncle instead of staying with her father, which she did. 
9 The two adolescents who expressed lack of knowledge about their parents ' expectations for their 
education were also the first two adolescents interviewed in this study, which may be due to the researcher 
still acquainting herself with the interview process and questions. 
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aspirations (N=6), which meant the parents hoped they would go to college, but the 
children were not given much more information. At the other end of the spectrum were 
high aspirations (N=2), where parents hoped their children would go to a good college or 
get a good education. There was also one instance of support for adolescents' own 
aspiration, which in this case was for their daughter to go to medical school and become 
a pediatrician (N=l). 
For the professional class adolescents, there were five different parental 
aspirations. Notably absent on this spectrum, as compared to the working class spectrum, 
are the categories of lack of knowledge and low aspirations. Each adolescent from the 
professional class had at least an idea of what their parents hoped for them; it might have 
been vague, but it was known, and there were no examples of low aspirations reported. 
There was also the inclusion of professional aspirations, where a young woman's parents 
were set on her becoming a lawyer. At one end of the professional parent aspirations 
spectrum were vague aspirations (N=5) to be happy/successful and college aspirations 
(N=l). Then there were professional aspirations (N=l) and high aspirations (N=5) (e.g., 
to go to a good college). Finally, there were two instances of support for adolescents' 
own aspirations (N=2), which in one case was unspecified and in another was for their 
daughter to go to graduate school and become an engineer. 
Working class parents aspire and expect their adolescent children to go to college 
The most commonly heard parental aspiration and expectation reported by working class 
adolescents was for them to "go to college" (N=6). This sentiment was articulated by 
parents without much more information, and it wasn't followed up with any specifics; 
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therefore, the students were left on their own to figure out how to accomplish this goal. 
The students seemed to interpret this parental aspiration and expectation of going to 
college as their own expectation or aspiration. 
Given that most of the working class parents haven't been to college, they can' t 
have a fuller, more in-depth conversation with their adolescent children about what it is 
like to search for a college, attend, graduate, and go on to a professional job or graduate 
school. This absence of knowledge about what college is like leaves the adolescents at 
times confused about what the pathway to college looks like. What follows are excerpts 
from six interviews with working class adolescents whose parents want (hope) and expect 
them to (that they should) go to college. There are four young women and two young 
men. 
Ky, 10 a spring-semester junior, is the oldest of four and lives with both parents, 
but only his mother had been to college. His mother was an author who was "trying to, ah 
get some books out," and his father was a concierge. He explained what his parents 
hoped for him: "They want me to get into college, that is their main thing; just get into 
college and urn, I don't know after that, probably get a good job, definitely. Urn, so kind 
of like my expectations, too." This young man is acutely aware that his parents' hopes for 
him are similar to his own expectations. 
He spoke excitedly about his mother's time in college and shared with the 
researcher one of his mother's "stories of college stuff': 
10 All names in this study have been changed to protect the participants ' identities. 
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There was an English essay due [and] she was an English major. And, her friend 
was like: "Oh, there is an English essay due today" and she had like an hour to do 
it and she finished the whole essay and typed it all up and turned it in and her 
friend got like a C and she got an A. 
Which led to the question: "So your mom enjoyed college?" And he replied how she had 
told him: "College is a fun experience, so I can't wait. I'm excited." Then he clarified: 
"Not about the work, but ... from what I heard it's just a lot of work and it looks hard but 
urn, I think I can handle it." Ky's mother, who has been to college, unfortunately does not 
seem to be offering a lot of details to him on how to manage and be successful in college, 
and he cannot go to his father for this information since his hasn't been to college. 
However, they do expect that he will work hard to get into college, but in order for him to 
achieve this he must rely on significant others, those outside his family, for direction. 
Specifically, Ky credits his guidance counselors with "pointing me in the right direction" 
and teaching him about "instead ofbeing lazy and not studying and just not doing 
homework, it's actually trying hard and working hard." These individuals are helping him 
navigate high school successfully so that he can achieve his parents' hopes and his own 
goals of going to college. 
Georgia, another spring-semester junior, is the oldest of two and lives with both 
parents. Her parents had both attended college and her mother was an insurance 
administrator and her father owned a construction company. When asked what her 
parents hoped for her for the future, she said: 
They hope me [sic] to like go to college and like not drop out or fail out or flunk 
out and urn, just get a degree in whatever degree I'm majoring in and get a job 
and not live at home or anything like that. 
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She shared how getting her bachelor's is "something I want to do," which aligned with 
her parents' expectation that she should get her "bachelors ... I think that's what they are 
expecting." For this young woman, not dropping out of college is a big concern of her 
parents'. But they are not giving her much information or advice about how to avoid 
failure. She, like Ky, must go to significant others outside her family for specific support 
for college, which she finds in her English teacher, whom she talks to "about college and 
she's just so encouraging on what I want to do and where I want to go." 
Pam, a fall-semester senior, lived with her aunt and uncle. Her living situation is 
this way because her parents divorced when she was younger, and then her mother was 
killed in a car accident. She had lived with her father (who had gone to college but not 
graduated) and her brother until her brother went away to college, and then she moved in 
with her relatives. Due to her unusual living situation, Pam talked about how her 
expectations were primarily self-generated. She explained: "I've always kind of like had 
it; I've always liked to learn ... I just enjoyed being here [at the school]." She did allow 
though that her aunt and uncle, her surrogate parents, "wouldn't support me if I wasn't 
going," indicating their expectation that she will go to college. When asked what her 
older brother, aunt and uncle, and father hope for her, she replied: 
Well, I pretty much do like good in like, pretty much I do well in all my classes; I 
don't do extremely well in some, but I can pretty much do anything. Basically, 
I'm not really good in math and really bad in English. I'm pretty good across the 
board. So, they just, kind oflike, want me to go to college and that's the big thing. 
The financial is part of it is going to be a big issue. So, it's going to be: get a good 
financial thing. 
When asked how far she thought she should go in school, she replied confidently: 
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I'm definitely going to do the four years up to there. But, I don't know ifl'm 
going to pursue school afterwards. It depends on what I want to do, I guess and if 
I want to spend even more money. 
She explained how she wanted to be fmancially independent, which means she plans to 
pay for college on her own, because, in her own words, "the whole money between the 
family thing I've just seen it go wrong so many times. That's what kind of messed with 
my parents; and it's just not good." For this young woman, money is a significant 
concern, as is evident in her speaking about it three times in two paragraphs, but she 
doesn't have any parents she can speak to about this. Moreover, she explained how she 
and her aunt and uncle "just don't talk really. It's just a weird situation," which means 
she must go outside the family for support on the college process, which she does, to her 
homeroom teacher. 
Ethan, a fall-semester junior, is a reflective only child who lives with both 
parents. He planned to be the first in his family to attend college. He believed his parents 
hoped 
that I go to college, urn, that I, that I can do better like every parent wants their 
kids to do better than them, so that's one. Urn, and for me to just play basketball 
in college because they know that's important for me and life a happy life and 
that's what they want me to do, be happy. 
While a bit uncertain as to the length of college, he believed he should go to college as 
long as he needs to become a teacher. He explains his willingness to do whatever he 
should: 
As far as it's urn, until I'm able to get a job at a school, so I know there are some 
schools, some schools are telling me that I can do it in two years, other four years, 
other I heard six, too. So, whatever school I end up going to, whatever their 
course is for getting a minor or major and urn, in upper class history that is what 
I'm probably going to do; I'm not really looking to go back and relearn, I know a 
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lot of teachers do that, but that's probably not going to be me, unless I need to do 
it. So, pretty much whatever is required. 
When asked how far his parents thought he should go, he responded: "Same required. 
Whatever is required." These quotations illustrate his agreement between his parents' 
aspiration and expectation and his own expectation that he should get a college education. 
He sees a college education as a ticket to a "stable job," which he very much wants, 
because his parents, who didn't go to college, have struggled to fmd consistent work. In 
his own words: 
My dad is an entrepreneur. So, it's never, it's never really been like, before my 
mom got laid off by [her] mortgage company. After 16 years it was steady, but 
when she did versus with my dad and he's an entrepreneur and he has a really 
good investment now, but it's took all the money so you got to wait. I mean so 
I'm not really, I'd rather, I don't know. I'd rather have something that I know, it's 
stable cause I've seen what risks do and I don't know. Even though it's probably 
going to pan out, I'd rather just have stable. I don't know. 
His aversion to risk and search for stability is evident in the "stress" he's watched his 
father endure with his investments and with his mother's current unemployment. Like 
Ky, he sees a powerful negative example in his father. However, despite his search for a 
stable job, he is not quite clear on how much schooling he will need or what path to take 
to achieve this. This highlights a gap in knowledge for first-generation college students, 
which may be partially due to their parents lacking familiarity with the process. This 
means he needs to seek out significant others to help shepherd him along the appropriate 
path to college, which he does with his basketball coach, who is more familiar with the 
college process. 
Sally, a fall-semester senior, is the oldest in her family and lives with both 
parents. She has a younger brother and had lost a younger sister to leukemia "almost four 
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years ago." Her mother had completed some college, but her father had not. Her parents 
hope for her to "graduate high school, college, and just like I'm happy with whatever 
school that I choose to go to." They also expect her to do "probably either eight or ten 
years, like right around there, just to make sure I have all the information," which is 
aligned with how long she thinks she should be in school: "for eight years; either six or 
eight years." She wants to go beyond college and obtain a doctorate in nursing. This 
young woman, like the other working class adolescents whose parents want them to go to 
college, doesn't know the exact pathway to obtaining a doctorate degree and must rely on 
those outside her family to prepare her for college and beyond. Specifically, she 
references her anatomy teacher, who gives them "one homework [assignment] a week, 
like a college course would," so they can better understand and acquaint themselves with 
what college will actually be like. This is important information for adolescents who will 
be the first in their family to earn a degree, because they are unlikely to find this 
knowledge readily available at home. 
Finally, there is Zoe, a fall-semester senior, who is the older of two and lives with 
both parents. She anticipated being the first in her family to go to college. Her parents 
hoped for her 
to make the right choices, just to like, I just said this a bunch of times, but pick the 
right college, you know, pick the, work to get a job; I don't think they want me to 
be lazy. I think they know I have potential to, as everyone does, just to use it. 
And, not to, you know, slack off and just get everything done, get, go to college, 
get a degree, major in something, just set myself up for what, the future I want. I 
think that's what they hope for me because they aren't next to me every five 
seconds telling me what to do, you know, I'm kind of on my own, a little bit. I 
should just be smart about everything and I think they hope for me to be smart, so 
yeah. 
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When asked how far she should go in school, she replied succinctly: "Just four years. I 
think I should go four years, yup," and when asked how far her parents think she should 
go in school she replied: "Ah, the same." This is another example of adolescents' own 
expectations matching their parents' aspirations and expectations. 
Zoe, like Ethan, stressed the importance, in her words, of a "steady" job. She has 
seen firsthand how her parents have struggled to find consistent work without a college 
education. 
Like I said my parents have been in and out of jobs and they aren't always happy 
and they always come home and they are like: "Ugh, I got to look for another 
one." So, I think it would take a load off [if I had a steady job] and went every 
day and was happy and knew I could stay there and knew I wasn't going to get 
booted at any second, just, even you know, with a steady job, a good income so I 
don't have to worry about it, you know. That'd be nice. 
It is her parents' aspiration and expectation and her own expectation that she will go to 
college so that she will not have to go through the same employment trials as her parents. 
But she knows that she is "kind of on [her] own" with college, and this means that her 
parents can't advise her, because not only will they not be next to her, they haven't done 
it. Therefore, she talks about how her soccer coach, a significant other outside her family, 
has become a source of support for her in her college search, because 
college, like I said, has a factor of maybe playing sports .... So, she's been 
working with me a little bit, just to get a perspective on what it'd be like to play, 
and even if I want to and what my options are. 
These six working class adolescents hear that their parents want and expect them to "go 
to college" and then these students talk about how going to college is their own 
expectation or aspiration. What may begin as adolescents' agreement or compliance with 
their parents' aspirations or expectations seems to become their own expectation, 
36 
especially as the students shared their acute understanding of how their parents have 
endured unemployment or underemployment because of their lack of a college education. 
Through witnessing their parents' struggle, these adolescents seem to take concrete steps 
to be different from their parents, which includes reaching out to find significant others 
who have been to college who might help them navigate these unfamiliar waters. These 
significant others can help them make their parents' dream into the adolescents' own 
reality. These significant others help with everything from the college search process to 
developing the tools the adolescents will need to be academically successful in college. 
The role of significant others is a topic that will be returned to in a later section. 
Parents Matter, Especially to Their Same-Sex Adolescents 
From the adolescents' responses to the questions in this study, it was clear that parents 
matter, and that adolescents' perception of their parents influence their ideas about the 
future. Specifically, parents of same-sex adolescents are frequently mentioned as 
powerful positive or negative role models. As shall be seen, six young women who come 
from working class backgrounds have heard from their mothers explicitly, "Don't ever do 
what I did." Interestingly, there were no examples ofthe fathers of young men from 
working class backgrounds saying this. 11 However, it is worth noting that while the 
fathers may not have been as explicit, there were two young men in the working class 
sample whose fathers had not gone to college who spoke about their desire to chart a 
different course for themselves. Essentially, half ofthe working class sample (N=8) is 
11 This may also be due to the fact that there were more than twice as many females as males in this study. 
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learning what not to do from their mothers or fathers. And in the professional class 
families, the young women, not so much the young men, are learning what to do from 
their mothers and express an interest in following in their mothers' footsteps, either in 
their work environment or career path. 
Working class parents as negative examples to their adolescents 
Over half (N=6) of the young women in the working class sample (N=11), understood 
from their mothers, who had either not gone to college or not finished college, that they 
shouldn't do what their mothers had done. These adolescents told of their mothers' 
experiences struggling to fmd fulfilling employment or in some cases basic employment. 
These young women heard their mothers' state: "Don't ever do what I did." These were 
often powerful, unequivocal negative examples. These daughters perceived that their 
mothers regretted their inability to either go to college or to finish college. 
This idea of regret, to not fulfill an undergraduate degree and receive all the 
benefits that it provides, is evident in these daughters' descriptions of their mothers. 
Furthermore, it gives a voice to the quantitative psychological data that finds what 
Americans regret most in life is education or their lack thereof. Roese & Summerville 
(2005), when developing their theory of regret, did a meta-analytic summary that 
determined that education (should have stayed in school, should have studied harder, 
should have gotten another degree) is the most frequent regret reported by Americans 
(pp. 1273-1274). They elaborate how intensity of regret is correlated with perceived 
opportunity; and in the United States today, individuals perceive their opportunities to 
further their education at any life stage as readily available and accessible, from 
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community colleges to professional certificates (Roese & Summerville, 2005). Moreover, 
education is considered a "gateway to numerous other valued consequences, from higher 
income to more challenging career to wider diversity of social contacts" (p. 1282). This 
idea that more education creates "a wider diversity of social contacts" is related to the 
idea of social capital, which will be explored in a later section. The regret felt by the 
mothers lies behind their plea for their daughters to not do what they did, but to do more 
or better. Unsurprisingly, these warnings do not influence all the young women in a 
uniform way, even identical twins. 
What follows are six young women explaining how their mothers, in so many 
words, have told them, "Don't ever do what I did." The first two young women who 
spoke about their mother not wanting them to be like her were identical twins (Didi and 
Issie). Their parents had undergone a difficult divorce, which left their mother hurrying to 
fmd employment without a college education and three young girls to raise. Their mother 
was now a dental hygienist and their father was unemployed due to a disability. The first 
twin, Didi, intimately understood how much her mother's worries were impacting the 
expectations she had for her future. When asked, "Why do you think she worries about 
[you reaching her expectations] so much?" she responded: 
I think she worries about it because of her own experience and how she had to go 
through school really fast. And, she has a job that she doesn't really like; and it 
doesn't make that much. She'll always tell me, she'll be like: "Didi, you need to 
worry about being stable, don't ever do what I did, make sure you have a career 
and make sure you have things going for you, make sure you have something to 
fall back on." She's really, like, drilled that. 
This twin knew her mom wanted her to be different-better off-than she. And this 
young woman to a certain extent had accepted this, with her sharing with me that she was 
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"considering being an ob-gyn." 
When asked what her parents hoped for her, she replied: "I think my parents are 
very supportive of my, of the medical field, but I feel like, I feel like they really like that 
idea, but ifl was to look at any other idea they wouldn't like it as much." And when 
asked, "Why is that?," she clarified: 
I don't know, because my mom is really about stability is her big thing; and my 
dad just does what my mom wants. So, like my mom would much rather see me 
do something like, like really stable than necessarily be like what I want to do. 
Cause one time I was just saying to her like theoretically, I was like: "Mom, what 
ifl wanted to open a bakery or something" and she was like: "I don't ... 
mmhmm, mhmmm" I was like: OK. 
Stability, a recurring word that is italicized for emphasis, is necessary to this young 
woman. Stability is important because her mother who lacked a college education did not 
have this when she divorced her father. Therefore, this young woman perceives her 
mother trying to help her avoid a similar fate. So, she knows she should not do something 
that "you are not like 100% guaranteed for being necessary. And, I don't know certain 
other things like acting and singing and all that like and I'm in drama and stuff and that's 
fun, it's just not reliable enough." 
She learned through her mother's verbal cues that if she talks about becoming a 
baker her mother's response is: "I don't ... mhmmm, mhmm." But, her idea of her 
becoming a doctor, which she originally shared with her mother, is now "zealously 
supported" by her mother to the extent that when her mother has "people over or some of 
her friends, sometimes she'll be like 'Didi wants to be a doctor' to them and I'll be like: 
'Hehe, yeah."' Clearly, Didi' s mother is positively reinforcing her goal ofbecoming a 
doctor by sharing with her friends her daughter's high ambitions while downplaying 
40 
Didi' s own ideas of becoming a baker or studying the arts. So while stability is necessary 
for this young woman to have, necessary careers (i.e., physicians) are also considered 
stable careers. 
As Didi understands it, "stability" trumps "what I want to do." This tension 
between the mother's hopes and expectations and her daughter's hopes and expectations 
points to a divide in how and where she should apply to colleges. Although she talked 
about the medical field and being an ob-gyn, not once did she mention medical school 
directly or applying to colleges with pre-med programs. In fact, when asked about what 
schools were her favorite at the college fair she had gone to (with her friends), she spoke 
about one private college, which has a "really good drama program, which could be fun . 
. . and art I find it really kind of like relaxing and fun. Just like blast my music and draw 
what I want and it comes out good. I'm gonna take APart next year, I'm excited." This 
young woman's descriptions illustrate how she perceives her mother's wants as the 
opposite of her wants, which may influence which schools she applies to and what her 
future major will be. Her mom's urgency that she pursue a "stable" career seems to be a 
great consideration as she tries to balance it with her own passion for the arts. 
Her identical twin, Issie, had a different outlook. This twin described her sister as 
the one who was in "APs and stuff." And while the first twin was uncertain about which 
path to follow-pursuing the arts, which was her passion, or pursuing medicine for 
stability-the second twin was not. When asked about what she should do in the future, 
she declared: 
I, honestly, think I should do what my mom doesn't want me to and just ifl could 
like afford it like live just like for a year, doing what I want because I have not 
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been able to do that, you know .... It's a wonder I have friends cause it's been 
like so uptight and strict, you know? So I think I should just like have fun. But, I 
don't know. 
Issie wants to take a year and have "fun," which may or may not include going to her 
local community college. Knowing that for the purposes of this study, "should" is an 
indicator of expectations and "want" is an indicator of aspirations, Issie's use of the 
words "I should do" illustrates how she expects to disregard her mother's aspirations by 
doing "what my mom doesn't want me to." She sees her mother as a strict authoritarian 
figure who is desperately trying to prevent her daughters from becoming her. When 
asked, "What do [your parents] tell you [about what they hope for you]?" She replied: 
I mean my mom has. Urn, my mom she tells me, my dad does too, but my mom 
stresses it more. My mom just is like concerned because when my parents split up 
there was a lot of debt and it was a struggle and all that and she just really doesn't 
want us to be like that and she was always kind of strict like, as far as friends and 
stuff, and in terms of school. ... I don't know what the word is, but I guess, I'd 
say strict, again. 
Unlike her identical twin, who references the word "stability" when speaking about what 
her mother wants for her, this twin speaks about how their mother is "strict." The 
differences in these two words seem to indicate how each twin perceives their mother. 
Stability is synonymous with security, strength, constancy; whereas strictness is 
synonymous with severity, austerity, and harshness. And these perceptions are 
influencing what they want to do. Didi, while still undecided about her course to college, 
is considering her mother's hopes, because she sees them as a path to financial security. 
Issie wants to disregard her mother's hopes, because in her words, "She [mom] does not 
know, but she thinks I should go to school." It seems as though this mother cannot 
convince Issie because she herself never finished college, and therefore appears to lack 
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credibility in her counsel. Issie wishes to pursue her future at her own will. 
The third young woman, Faith, in the working class sample, discussed how she 
knew her mother's hopes for her because "she's always advocated us to have a good 
education or like not end up like her [my mom just graduated high school], so ... and, 
urn in the future we might be able to take care of her." In addition to hearing her mother 
say she should "not end up like her," she is watching her mother go to work day after day 
as a file clerk for a law firm where "she doesn't like her work and, yeah. And, I don't 
know I feel like it's tough for her, it's like really tough work for not much." This 
adolescent knows firsthand the limited employment options in the working world for 
individuals with only a high school diploma. While this young woman's parents are still 
married, her father does not speak English (only Cantonese) and Faith doesn't speak 
Cantonese well; therefore, her mother is the main parenting figure, determined to give her 
daughter what she did not have. 
Faith explained how her mother has shaped her future: "Well, she has made me 
value education more. So, that's a good foundation and skills like extracurricular skills 
and she signed me up for a lot of programs, which made me enthusiastic about biology 
and education." Her extracurricular programs included: courses at an elite private 
research university, piano, trumpet, and tennis lessons. Her mother is highly committed to 
her daughter's education, so while she may have low human capital, she is eager to 
supplement it with outside-the-family social capital. In speaking about these experiences, 
she shared how "I've been to programs at [an elite private research university]; so I was 
around like a lot of smart people. And, yeah that just encouraged me to step up a little." 
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This young woman seized all the opportunities her mother found for her as a way to 
improve herself. Not only did she take to heart her mother's value in education, but she 
augmented it with her own hard work ethic, which seems to have paid off in the form of 
an acceptance to a leading private research university. Faith had a positive perception of 
her mother's values and behaviors. She sees her as working hard so that she and her 
younger brother might have every scholastic opportunity that her mother didn't. This has 
influenced her to "value education," as she previously mentioned and, in tum, helped her 
gain acceptance into a world-class university. 
The conversation with Tara, an only child of divorced parents, was particularly 
poignant because of the depth of what she shared about her family's finances. She lived 
with her mother, who hadn't been to college and was currently unemployed. At the time 
of the interview, she wasn't talking to her father, who had also not been to college. She 
was painfully honest, describing how: 
I'm not a fan of peanut butter and jelly 'cause I eat it all the time and I would 
never put someone else through that. ... We can't go anywhere you know we can 
barely, I had to take the bus this morning because we don't have enough gas to 
get here to school. So, I could never, ever live like that again after I, after I, get 
out. I want so much opportunity that I wouldn't know what to do with it. 
Living paycheck to paycheck was not what she wanted for her future, or to put anyone 
else through it for that matter, so she told me she wanted to be a navy doctor when she 
grew up. This idea, she admitted, came from the television show Grey's Anatomy, a show 
both she and her mother "love." Since she lives with her, her mother has been her main 
parental figure, and they had been going through the college search process together. She 
explained: 
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When it comes to this stuff [college visits] at least I have her. My dad never even 
applied to college, my mom did. Didn't go, but got accepted to .... Didn't go. So, 
yeah she knows what it's like to apply to college and, you know, visit colleges 
and everything. 
She is quite proud that her mother applied and got accepted to a college. She also sees 
her mother as a resource as they go through the college search process. She shared with 
me how they have plans to see several colleges in New England, including a military 
university, because this school has an ROTC and a pre-med program. When the 
researcher followed up to see why her mother didn't end up going to college, she stated: 
Well, she didn't want to leave home. She was kind of a homebody; she didn't 
know how to fend for herself, especially in the big city and so she chose to stay 
home and sort of work and I think she did one or two community college courses, 
but never ever finished and got married very young, not to my dad, to someone 
else, and then that didn't last and then she just didn't really see the point of it. I 
don't think she could, you know, she wasn't an only child. She has a twin and an 
older sister by a year and I think she found a lot of comfort in this area and being 
home. 
But, I know that she would chain me somewhere if I ever decided not to 
go to college and get out there; so that's something that she definitely teaches me 
and pushes me and says look where I am. If you want to end up where I am, good 
for you, but this isn't fun so you got to do it. You got to leave home and go out 
there and see what the world has to offer and I think that sometimes that her not, 
you know, not having a successfully, a successful career and education actually, 
you know, bad comes, good comes out of bad because it teaches me a lot of 
lessons of what not to do and what I want to do and how to do and not be afraid of 
it. 
While this young woman summons rather dramatic images of corporal punishment (e.g. 
her mother chaining her if she didn't go to college) to describe what would happen if she 
followed in her mother's footsteps and didn't go to college, overall, she seems to perceive 
her mother's life and words and behaviors about college as instructive. 
When asked what her parents hope for her, she talked about how they "want her 
to succeed with whatever I want to do in life," and how "they are, well my mom is a big. 
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.. willing to help me as far as you know, looking at college and you know going to, down 
to what I need to do to get to this place." Her mother is supporting her the best way she 
knows how by taking her to visit colleges, a process with which she has some familiarity. 
Unfortunately, though, her mother doesn't have familiarity with attending college. Tara 
talked about how her mother jests with her about how long she expects her to stay in 
school. 
My mom says stay in school till I'm 75 .... That's a joke obviously, but cause 
I'm hoping to retire when I'm 75 but she says just stay in school cause I never did 
and look where I am now; so I have to stay in school and just never quit and 
obviously my dad, you know, wants the same for me, as well .... I mean she goes 
up to any young person that she sees in the market and says: "Stay in school, stay 
in school" and I'm like: "Oh my, gosh." But, urn, I mean obviously she doesn't 
mean till I'm 75, until I can't learn anything else. Ifl can, you know, she says 
"grab 3 Ph.D.s if you need to, you know." She just, you know, wants me to just 
because school is everything; education is everything and even though sometimes 
it is hard and a lot of work you have to do it, so, you know, I think she just wants 
me to just never quit until I get what I want. And that includes staying in school 
for a very long time. She uses herself as an example of why you should stay in 
school. 
This mother continuously drills into her daughter about how she is a powerful 
negative example of what not to do. Her lack of education, as told through her daughter, 
seems to be a lifelong regret. While this young woman is aware that her mother can be 
helpful in the college search process, when asked how her parents shaped her plans, she 
retorted: 
They haven't. Ah, my mom you know, well you know they know the process; I 
mean my dad isn't so supportive of the navy, me going into the navy, and I said 
"Have fun with paying my student loans for me, Dad." But, ah, my mom is more, 
you know, the parent. She's kind of the one and only that really, you know, she's 
told me you got to do this to go to school, you've got to work hard and eventually 
you'll know what to do when it comes to the career part of it; she just constantly 
reminds me of the process and that's it. I mean it as far as shaping me for the 
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future, well, you know, besides alerting me of the process of what I need to do; 
she hasn't really shaped it for me. I wouldn't let her, even if she wanted to. 
When asked, "Why wouldn't you let her?" she responded: 
Cause it's mine, my future, you know and not to be mean, but her future didn't 
work out so well for her and she's not going to touch mine [pause] cause it's 
everything I have. I know everything that didn't go right and I have control over 
what could go right so, I'm going to make sure it goes right. 
Like Issie, Tara does not seem convinced by her mother's advice, which is based on her 
mother's lack of educational experience, to allow her to shape or influence her own 
future. She is conscious that her mother didn't have much success educationally or 
financially, and, therefore, she is short on trust in her mother's guidance and seeks to 
limit her influence on her. She preciously guards her own future, because she perceives it 
to be "everything I have." 
Willa is a quiet young woman. She is soft-spoken and the youngest of two. Her 
older brother had been the first in the family to go to college. Her parents are still 
married, but she spoke more of her mother's active role in parenting, since she was the 
main source of income for the family because her father was on permanent disability. Her 
mother hadn't been to college; however, she had, in her daughter's words, "kind of 
worked her way up" in customer service at an insurance company where she now "bosses 
people around." She explained her parents' expectations for her as: 
Well, when I have like, my, I don't know kind of disciplinary. Ifl'm doing bad in 
school, they'll take stuff away [phone, computer, iPad] and be like, go study. 
Like, go for extra help, and urn, they kind of like, I know my mom wants me and . 
. . my brother, to go to school because her and my dad didn't. So, she wants 
almost more for us-what she didn't have. And, she wants us to be successful, so 
she, when it comes to school, she's like you're better off with an education, so if 
you want to be where you want to be and you have to work to get there. 
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This mother is not blatantly saying, "Don't ever do what I did," but she is saying, 
"You're better off with an education," which she doesn't have. Specifically, this mother 
wants her daughter to get an education so that she can be "a radiologist." It is worth 
noting that this career does not require a bachelor's degree, just a three-year degree. But 
Willa is not certain she wants to be a radiologist. Rather, she wants to be a physical 
therapist, which requires a doctorate and expects that she should "graduate college." Like 
Tara and Issie, Willa does not seem to be convinced by her mother's advice, and, even 
though she finds it "overwhelming" at points, she still wants to do more with her own 
educational future. 
Zoe, who was introduced above, is an athletic young woman who plans to be the 
first in her family to go to college. She has a younger sister and her parents are still 
married. Her mother is a manager in a sales department and her father is a car salesman. 
She was the only young woman to identify what her parents felt about their not going to 
college as "regret." As a fall-semester senior, she was actively visiting colleges-to the 
point that the original interview had to be rescheduled because she was away visiting a 
college in New England. When asked what it meant that her parents didn't go to college, 
but that she was going to go, she replied: 
I think they are disappointed that they didn't go because they are so excited about 
me, like right now when we are applying and stuff they are excited, they are very 
excited and they want me to go to college because I think they, almost regret, not 
going. I mean my mom's situation was different, she didn't have a lot of money 
growing up, she really couldn't go to college, urn, so I think yeah I think they'd 
like me to go just because they probably do regret not going. 
While her mother and, in this case, her father, are not explicitly saying, "Don't ever do 
what I did," she perceives a sense of regret that they didn't attend college. She is 
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attaching meaning to how her parents, due to their lack of education, have been "in and 
out of jobs and they aren't always happy." An example she provided about her mother's 
unhappiness was how "she hates working late and she hates it. She used to get out at 3 
and now gets out at 6 or 7." She has watched her parents without college educations 
struggle for stable, family-friendly work hours. She knows her parents want more for her. 
I mean kind of, like just talking to them you can kind of tell. I mean, I don't hope, 
I don't think that they'd hope for me to fail; I don't think they'd hope for me to 
you know not to go to college because probably because they didn't and they 
want me to go, which is fme because I want to go, too. Urn, I just knowing my 
parents, I know they hope for what I want, just because that's how they are, so it's 
pretty easy to read those two. 
And, when asked whether her parents were helping her with the search process, she 
exclaimed: 
Oh, yeah. Definitely! My dad doesn't know too much, my dad is just like: apply 
here. He really doesn't know; my mom is helping me a lot. She is helping me with 
the Common App because it's crazy! We are looking at schools together. She 
comes on all the tours with me so we kind of like decide together what I think I'd 
like, urn, yeah, we do every process together, kind of. She's helping me with a lot. 
This excitement that her parents have for her to attend college is backed up in their 
actions to help her find the right school. And, this partnership throughout the search 
process is reflected in the shared emotional state of excitement for this next phase of her 
life. At the end of the interview, when asked if she had anything to add, she responded: 
No, nothing to say except that I'm excited thinking about college, thinking about 
this future, my, you know, perfect job. It's just everything is exciting! And, I 
know, I already said I was stressed out, but it's just, in the end it's going to be 
great, hopefully. Yup, that's it. 
This young woman perceived excitement stemming from her mother and father's regrets 
that they didn't go to college; and, in turn, this has helped make her feel positive about 
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the college search and the opportunity to go to college. 
There were, also, two young men in the working class sample who spoke about 
fathers that they were actively trying to be different from. While these fathers did not 
explicitly say, "Don't ever do what I did," these young men seemed to be taking away 
essentially this message from their fathers' experiences. 
The first example is Ky, who was previously introduced. A very positive 
adolescent, he is the oldest of four boys, and was the first one to go through the college 
process with his parents. He shared how he knew about the importance of college 
because his mother had been; however, his father had not. 
It's always been important to me to get into college because my dad didn't go to 
college, but my mom did; and I never really wanted to be like my dad, in that 
sense, so urn, ever since I've been trying to work hard to get into college. 
This young man doesn't wish to be like his father because he didn't go to college. He 
talked candidly about how important his parents' support is to him, because his paternal 
grandparents didn't support his father. 
They [my parents] are both really good people and I love them and they are great. 
My mom is like she really helps a lot and does a lot for me and my dad does, too. 
And, urn, it's, they support me 'cause in the past, my dad's father didn't really 
support him and that's one of the reasons why he didn't get into college and then 
my mom, her parents supported her. 
Ky is cognizant of the influential roles parents can play in their children's future 
education (or lack thereof) because he has heard his father's talk about how his own 
parents were unsupportive of college, and that this impacted why he couldn't go to 
college. Moreover, there is a sense of appreciation from him: Even though his father 
never went to college, his father supports Ky's own aims to attend college. This young 
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man's perception of his father growing up and not being able to attend college has 
influenced him to work hard to try to get into college, but this does not seem to be his 
parents' only influence. 
Ky's focus on hard work seems to rest in between motivation from his parents' 
support and hope for him to "get into college" and their threat that: "You gotta do well in 
school or we are going to put you in the military." He explains how his response to this 
was: "WHOA. Yeah, so, I just, urn ... started working hard." And, perhaps evidence of 
this not being a hollow threat is the fact that his father was in the military (air force) after 
he finished high school. But Ky admits that "if I had to [join the military] I guess I would, 
if it was to help me get into college then I'd do it." So, this young man's father stands as 
a powerful reminder to him of all that he doesn't want to become as an individual without 
a college education who joined the military. It seems this negative perception is 
propelling him to work hard and go to college, and if that fails, then he is willing to 
accept the military as more hard work to reach his goal of college. 
Ethan, a fall-semester junior, was the only child of two parents who had not been 
to college, and he wanted to be a teacher and a basketball coach when he grew up. When 
asked why these two occupations, he replied: 
'Cause like I love basketball and I don't really want it to end, even though the ball 
is going to go flat for me, I still want to be able to teach it and teach it because it's 
a nice stable job. I've never had stable incomes and stuff, with my dad and stuff. 
But my mom, like she just got another job and now it's pretty good, but I don't 
know I know teachers are really stable so that's what I want and I feel like I'd be 
really good at like teaching and like I've done coaching before and stuff and I just 
really like teaching people and I think I'm good at it, even if I'm on the court or in 
a classroom. 
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This is a young man who has watched his parents struggle in their careers without a 
college education; specifically, he references how his father, an entrepreneur, "never had 
stable incomes" which he sees as being full of"risks." When asked to elaborate on what 
he had seen risks do, he said: 
Like, I don't know, like, [clears throat] my dad invested like a lot of, or all of our 
money, in this wind farm ... wind turbines, we own a mountain and urn, I don't 
know, I just see how risks really if it doesn't pan out there's just so much stress on 
him and I don't want [that]. And, there's stress cause like my aunt's money is in 
it, too, so he has stress from that. But it was really not going well for the first 
three years and just the past year it's been going better, really, really good, he's 
got another investor, it's still like I don't know. I usually am a risk taker, but I 
don't think I'd be a risk taker with my job and stuff, I guess. 
These risks he sees as stressful because of the uncertainty of the investments he has made 
with "all our money" and "my aunt's money is in it, too." This perception of his father 
has made Ethan averse to risks and seeking a future with more stability than his present. 
After three years of his father's entrepreneurial attempts "not going well," he wants for 
himself something different, like being a teacher-something he identifies as "a nice 
stable job." He freely admits that there is a stark difference between his father and him: "I 
usually am a risk taker, but I don't think I'd be a risk taker with my job." This perception 
is steering him away from his father's career path, and aligning his career path with his 
high school basketball coach, of whom he says: 
My coach, he knows everything .... He knows everything about colleges and my 
parents both didn't go to college. It doesn't mean they aren't smart though, they 
are both really smart. It sounds like my parents are coming off in a bad way, but 
they've done everything to keep me in this school district. 
Ethan is quick to credit his parents for staying in their town-whose schools have a 
strong reputation-and by living in this town he has had the opportunity to get to know 
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his coach, who has been influential in his life. This indirect result of staying in the town, 
playing for this coach, is helping this young man to realize that his parents "honestly, just 
want me to go to college," which is why he expects to do "whatever is required" until he 
can get a job as a teacher. 
The next section shows that daughters of women who have led professional lives 
often emulate their mother's behaviors and education. What follows are detailed 
responses from six young women who have observed and appreciated their mothers' 
choices and decisions regarding a career and family. They perceive their mothers as 
positive role models whom they seek to imitate in various ways. 
Professional class mothers as positive examples to their daughters 
Amy is a young woman whose father and mother own a very large, very successful 
multinational corporation that her paternal grandparents started. At the time of the 
interview she was a spring-semester junior, and she explained: "I'm the oldest of four. 
And, a lot I'm home by myself with my siblings, my parents travel for work, so I'm a lot 
like a big mom. I'm like a mom for my siblings." Her mother was away a lot when she 
was younger, which, as the oldest, made her the default parent. Now, because she and her 
siblings are in high school, her mother wants to "be home to help with high school stuff, 
SATs." Therefore, she has spent more time with her mother, who in her words, "kind of 
quit traveling"; whereas her father continues to be "gone for six months out of the year" 
on work travel. 
When asked what her parents hoped for her, she was one ofthe few adolescents in 
the sample to differentiate (even though her parents were still married) between what her 
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mother and father wanted. She shared: 
He really wants, likes, the idea of taking a year off and wants me to get to know 
the real world before I go to college because he thinks that would be beneficial for 
me. But, I think he really wants me to take a year off, work with him and then 
decide that I can just stay with him and not have go to college and he thinks that I 
have the skills to do what he does, but he wants me to take a year off so I can be 
with him and work with him and that to me, it just doesn't, I don't like that. But, 
my mom she wants and tells me all the time: "I want you to choose what you 
want, not what your dad wants." And, it kind ofbalances it out. 'Cause I feel like 
ifboth of my parents were asking me to do it, I feel like I wouldn't speak up for 
myself but and it would kind of come back and bite me. But, I think that I have a 
good idea of what I want and what my parents want, but I think it's best to choose 
what I need instead of what they need or want. 
This paragraph illustrates her position in the middle, trying to balance what her father 
hopes she'll do and what her mother's hopes she'll do with her own hopes, which she 
refers to as her needs. When asked what she thinks she should do for work, she replied: 
I think if a good opportunity comes, I should take it. I don't have, like I have to do 
this or have to do that. I kinda just, like go. I'd like to go to school for fashion 
merchandise, or business, depending on which school fits me. I don't care if it's 
either, but I'd like to be involved in the business world, but I don't want to be 
taken away from such a family life, if I have a choice to just go to work every 
day, but I think in the end I'd like to do what my mom did. She traveled for a part 
of it, but she is a stay-at-home and I think I'd like to be my mom, my mom 
(quietly). 
Her needs or wants are clear: She wants to be like her mother. Amy has watched as her 
mother worked, traveled, and then came home to raise her children; and this is what she'd 
like to have in her life. She is looking for a balance, like the equilibrium she has seen her 
mother achieve. She intimately understands what it takes to run a multinational 
corporation-being away from your family for large chunks of time-and she doesn't 
wish to have this experience for herself and her future family. While she may be 
interested in the same field as her father, she does not see his lifestyle as appealing; she is 
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much more attracted to her mother' s way oflife. To Amy, her mother has successfully 
navigated being on the go with work and then being a stay-at-home mom; and this has 
made her mother a model for her own adult life. 
Jezebel is a dramatic young woman. An only child with parents who were still 
married, she shared how she called her parents by their first names. At the time of the 
interview, she was a spring-semester junior. She explained how she was taking three 
languages and was one of only two students in her high school taking this many 
languages. When talking about her future career, family, and school, she said: 
Career, I definitely want to be kind of independent like I don't want to depend on 
my husband, or anything. And, urn, probably, well for marriage, well, probably 
won't want to get married until later, cause like my parents got married later. My 
mom didn't have me until she was like 42. So, she had like an entire career and 
urn, she was like completely fulfilled and then she decided to have a child and 
have her life. And I kind of want to follow that. Yeah. 
She explained how her mother was now a stay-at-home mom, but "she used to urn, be, 
like, a proofreader at the [Boston newspaper]. I think I get like the language; like, I like 
proofreading, editing stuff like that from her." Her connection with her mother and her 
mother's skill set is evident; however, her father seems to be steering her toward a 
different career path. She said he thinks she should become a 
lawyer; the seven years either here [US] or mostly there [Scotland] cause it would 
be cheaper cause it would be less money total and urn, they are like, the schools 
over there are known for being more rigorous so he wants that for me even though 
I don' t know, it' s very, so stressful. 
The stress seems to result from this disconnect between what she sees as her strengths 
and interests in languages, drama, arts, and wanting to follow her mother's career path, 
and what her father thinks she should do, which is become a lawyer by attending college 
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and law school in Scotland. When asked if her father was a lawyer, and if this was a 
reason for his interest in her becoming a lawyer, she reported, laughing: "No! He' s a cab 
driver." 
This divide between what she wants to do and what her father, who she refers to 
in the interview by his frrst name, wants her to do is represented in one of her opening 
statements in the interview, where she said: "I'm kind of half thinking about going over 
to Scotland or England. I'm thinking about that, but the thing is ifl do that I have to 
decide my major before you go because there you apply for your program." This 
emphasis on "half' seems to relate to one half of her parental unit, her father. But, her 
scholastic interests and her future family and career ambitions lie closer to her mother' s 
lifestyle. Like Amy, Jezebel perceives that her mother managed to successfully have a 
professional career and then raise a family and this is a model that she'd like to duplicate. 
Lauren, a very verbose young woman, whose interview was the longest at over 65 
minutes, is the oldest of three. Her parents are both still married and both had gone to 
college. She watched her father commute long hours to his job and decided that her 
mother' s day-to-day work situation-and shorter commute-was something she wanted 
for herself when she grew up. She explained: 
My mom is very happy with her job and it's nearby and it takes her like 15 
minutes to get to work and she loves it and I want like a good atmosphere. I think 
my dad likes his job. He' s just tired a lot because of the sleep thing and he goes to 
bed at like 8:30. He watches the History Channel for like an hour and then goes to 
sleep. It' s just different because once you get your sleeping schedule in check. So, 
you know, I mean. I just wouldn' t want a super long commute [like her dad] , but I 
would like a good job where I enjoy the people. 
She equates her mother' s work with happiness and sees her atmosphere at work as one 
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that she wants to have when she is an adult. She realizes that both her parents have 
"stable jobs," but her mother's is more positive. She described things as follows: 
But like, my parents, my mom works at [a health insurance agency], she loves her 
hours. She loves the people she's with and she's very happy with the way it's 
going. Because she hated her job [as a health insurance administrator] and she got 
the promotion that she's been trying to get for like two years and so it's all good 
there; it's all good with my dad. They both have jobs and my dad's been working 
with this company, I think since he got fired [in 2008, from his job in sales] or 
he's been working with it, he's been working with it for a long time maybe, 
maybe he had a different job, but he got a better offer and he moved to a like I 
don't know. But they both have like stable jobs, so. 
Lauren is closely watching her mother's work and seems to know less about her father's 
work. She did recall however, in the course of the interview that her father had been fired 
(or lost his job) when she was going into eighth grade, which prompted her mother to go 
back to work at a job that a family member set up for her at this health insurance agency. 
She reported that her mother worked a 
"peon job" and ... was underappreciated. And, she's also very intelligent. We are 
just an intelligent family; like sorry, that is how it is. But, so but she's like worked 
really hard and she recently got a promotion and so she's making more money. 
She knows her mother's work situation was not always ideal, but she watched her mother 
be rewarded for working hard, getting a promotion, and becoming a bigger contributor to 
their family. It is also evident that Lauren is proud that her mother is "very intelligent 
[and] we are just an intelligent family." There is a sense of connection to her mother's 
aptitude and her own. She perceives her mother as an intelligent, hardworking woman 
who did what she needed to do to take care of her family in a difficult situation and is 
now thriving in her job. And, this is a powerful positive example for this young woman 
who, when she grows up, wants to work in a related part of the health care field, as a 
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physician. 
Ophelia, a fall-semester senior, is the youngest of three girls. She had just 
watched her middle sister go off to college and was now home alone with her parents, 
who had both been to college. She describes her mother as someone who "doesn't know 
how to relax." Whereas this young woman sees herself as "the most laid back one in my 
family." Despite these self-described personality differences, this young woman is 
interested in pursuing the same career path that her mother originally pursued-
teaching-before she gave it up to have children. She admits that "I think I'd want more 
of, I don't think, well, I think her [mother's] teaching; I think I'd be more, I'd like to do 
something like that." However, when asked, "Do you see what your parents' life and 
work is like and do you want that?" she said: 
Urn, no. I think my mom tends to like stress herself out and has too much on her 
plate at some point. She's really involved in the school and in the boosters and 
these organizations and I wouldn't like, not like I wouldn't be an active member 
of whatever town I was living in, but I think she kind of has too much on her plate 
sometimes. 
While this young woman positively perceives her mother's career path as one that she 
might follow in, her perception of her mother in the role of mother is more ambivalent. 
At points she seems to understand why her mother 
likes to have us [her and her sisters] working and doing something productive .... 
I think she just wants us to learn to have a good work ethic, which will just help 
us later in life when we're trying to find like a job we want to do for the rest of 
our lives. And, urn, just a work ethic for school just to be hardworking and to stay 
busy so we aren't just not doing anything. I think she just wants us to have jobs 
that develop skills so that like when I go to college it's not like I've never worked 
anywhere or have [never] had to do anything. So, I think it's just like she just 
wants us to have the experience. 
And, indeed, it is her mother's focus on finding a job that has given her daughter 
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experiences that have made her realize that she likes working with kids and that this, 
consequently, may be a good future career. Ophelia told me: 
I babysit a lot. I coach kids' track and I'm just like with kids all the time and I 
found it easy to work with them and I've seen things in babysitting and what 
works the best with kids and trying to get them to do what you want. So, urn, yeah 
I guess just being around them so much it's just like I can imagine having a 
teaching position with the little kids as opposed to kids my age right now. 
At other times, however, her mother's stress is unfamiliar and unnecessary to her. She 
said: 
She is just urn, like her mind I can tell she's always thinking about something. 
And like she's just more uptight about everything; like we will go on vacation and 
she'll have an itinerary; not like even with college tours and the charts she's made 
for me and I look at them and wonder. ... She'll have and I mean it's good 
because she's really organized and I'd be able to figure it out on my own; she's 
just that eight steps ahead. I guess she just like worries about everything not 
getting done and wants everything to be done and done well and done right. And, 
she, like, she just has something on her mind all the time, all the time. And not, 
like, I don't worry about things getting done and getting them done well, but I 
think I'm just more relaxed and confident in the fact that I know what I'm doing 
and like it'll get done, but my mom just stresses out about it and I just try not to 
because I don't think it really helps anything. 
While Ophelia's career aspirations are aligned with her mother's, she does not relate to 
her mother's current overly scheduled, frenetic activity, which includes her mother 
working as a part-time nanny. In general, Ophelia feels that "the smallest thing could 
stress her [mother] out" and that she worries "about everything not getting done," which 
Ophelia does not identify with. She perceives her mother as a bit overbearing and not 
"still" like her father. Despite these personality differences, her career aspirations are 
similar to her mother's, and it was her mother's focus on productivity that helped her to 
get a job babysitting and coaching, which seems to have positively influenced her future 
career aspirations to become a teacher. 
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Vanessa is a fall-semester senior whose parents are still married. Her father is a 
surgeon and her mother had worked in marketing. She has a sister in college and knew 
that when she grew up that she wanted to follow in her mother's exact career path. 
I really want to get into business and the marketing, that's like what I'm thinking 
of majoring in for college and my mom did that stuff so it kind of like interested 
me. And, now she's not like working, she only part-time works. But, urn, I don't 
know I just like math and I thought like business would be like a better direction 
for me, so. 
This young woman is conscious that she wants to be like her mother; therefore, she is 
planning to major in marketing so that she can work in the business world as her mother 
did. She explained: "It [marketing] is kind of what my mom did. So, she was telling me 
what she would do with her job and stuff; and I feel like I could do that. So, I just kind of 
thought it would be good." This young woman perceives that what her mother did for 
work is appealing and aligned with her own skill set, so that she could be successful in 
this line of work. There is a sense of confidence that because her mother did this work, 
she can, too. 
However, she does admit that "it's like all I really know, I guess you could say, 
but I feel like you follow your parents' footsteps or try to do better, even, like what they 
did from their childhood." Regardless though, of what may be described as a somewhat 
limited perspective, she still hopes for herself to be 
successful in like the business and [that] I get a job right after college. And, I've 
like always wanted to have a family and kids and so like probably like as I get 
older just work part time to, like, be at home. 
Indeed, this is exactly what her mother did. She had a career, then a family, then went to 
work part time at an upscale women's fashion store so that she can "get out of the house." 
60 
Again, this young woman has observed and then accepted her mother's professional 
career and her ability to manage a successful work-family balance; and it has become a 
very appealing path to follow. 
Nora, a fall-semester senior, offers what seems to be a counterexample to the 
previous five young women. She has a brother in college, and her parents both went to 
college. Her mother is a nurse and her father owns a local auto-body business. She 
explained how when she grew up she wanted to be "a nurse, ah, possibly a nurse 
practitioner"; and, when I asked why, she responded: "Urn, well, my mom is a nurse; and 
ah not really that that has that much to do with it, but I'm thinking about being a doctor, 
but I just really don't want to go to school for eight years." Unlike the other young 
women in this sample, who seem to be interested in following in their mother's 
professional footsteps, this young woman initially credits her mother with her ambition to 
become a nurse and then backtracks and says that her mother doesn't have that much 
influence over this decision. 
In the beginning of the interview, it seemed unclear how much influence her 
mother's career had on her interest in becoming a nurse or a nurse practitioner. At one 
point, the researcher asked: "I guess ... you've watched your mom be a nurse so that's 
sort of [a] model [of] what it would look like to have a family and be a nurse," to which 
she had a rather lukewarm, "Mhmm," response. It wasn't until the end of the interview, 
when questioned about the role of significant others in shaping her plans for the future, 
she mentioned the importance of her mother's best friend: 
She's my godmother. She's actually a nurse practitioner and she's like the nicest 
person ever. And, she's probably influenced me and sophomore year when I took 
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AP bio with Mrs. Kent, [who] was such a good teacher and made me love the 
subject. Even if you went into that class hating bio you would come out of it 
loving it. 
So, while this young woman does not see a direct impact from her mother's line of work 
into her future career aspirations, her mother's best friend has strongly influenced her 
future. The idea of significant others, as they relate to social capital, will be discussed in 
the next section. But this response illustrates how a daughter's positive perception of her 
mother's career, combined with her mother's social networks, offers the opportunity to be 
exposed to, and gain familiarity with, other more educationally advanced professional 
pathways. 
Together, these responses from six professional class young women indicate their 
interest in and subtle aspiration (e.g., "I kind of want to follow that") to be in similar 
career fields as their mothers. They refer to their mothers' ability to be successful 
managing career and family as a way to demonstrate that they believe they can achieve 
the same ends. This identification with their mothers' positive attributes, which they see 
as strengths (as was quite evident in Lauren stating: "she [my mom] is also very 
intelligent. We are just an intelligent family") seems to be teaching them that if they 
follow in their mother's path to college and beyond, they can replicate their mothers' 
accomplishments. 
Significant Others as Resources for Social Capital 
When adolescents have parents who have not been through the college process and they 
themselves are planning to go, they must turn to those who are more familiar with this 
process; and these individuals are often significant others outside of their family. 
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Significant others, as previously defined, include: peers, boyfriend/girlfriend, 
schoolteachers, group leaders (e.g., sports coach), and other adults (Hendry et al., 1992). 
Based on the responses the adolescents in this study shared, schoolteachers play a very 
important role, especially in helping those adolescents who hope to be first-generation 
college students get excited and prepared for this experience. While not included in the 
original definition of significant others from Hendry et al., high school guidance 
counselors, it seems, deserve a place on this list. These individuals were referenced 
frequently by working class adolescents as playing an instrumental role in preparing them 
for college; while they may not have specific expectations or aspirations for the 
adolescents, they were cited by adolescents as the adults at school whom they and their 
parents turned to for information about college. It is worth noting that both teachers and 
guidance counselors-the most referenced source of significant others for working class 
adolescents who help create social capital outside the family-are part of the public 
infrastructure. This means they are resources that are of no cost to the family, which is of 
great value to the adolescents, who very much depend on the information these 
significant others share with them. What follows are responses from seven adolescents 
who expressed how important these schoolteachers were in shaping their future plans. 
Teachers as educational role models for working class adolescents 
The first adolescent who shared the importance of his teachers' expectations on his future 
was Bruce. He is a spring-semester junior, who had recently emigrated from the 
Philippines where he had lived with his father until his father died of cancer. This was his 
first year in the United States and attending this public high school. He told me he was 
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still learning English, which was "kinda hard," and was now living with his mother and 
stepfather. He said of his mother: "Ah, I'm not really close with my mom because I grew 
up with my father; so he raised me." This psychological distance from his mother, even 
though he is now physically close, was evident in his response to the question about what 
he thinks his mother and stepfather hope for him: "I don't know, we don't really talk." 
While Bruce may be somewhat estranged from his mother and missing his home 
and extended family in the Philippines, he did express an appreciation for the schooling 
opportunity he had here. When asked if there were "any teachers either here or back 
home that were of particular interest to you, motivating or inspiring?" he said: "Well, the 
teachers here, yes, but back home, no .... They are very good teachers, they are very 
nice. I love this school; by the way ... the building is pretty nice and pretty clean." When 
asked about what the teachers expect him to do, he told me: "Well, probably finish 
college because they are ... that's what they are teaching us about and to not get messed 
up in life. Not do drugs and all that." So, while this young man is living in a foreign 
country with a mother with whom he's not particularly close, he understands that his 
schoolteachers expect that he will graduate from college. This expectation seems to be 
giving him some ideas about the future, even though he says: "I don't really think about 
it. I'm not really thinking about my future." But then he adds, "I'm just thinking if I go to 
college I will have a job. Ah, I will fix my house in the Philippines and go there for 
vacation. And build a family, yeah. Buy a car, it's pretty simple." So, while he is a 
newcomer to the United States, he has quickly understood the importance of going to 
college and getting a job from his high school teachers as a way to help him realize his 
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future goals. 
Colby is another young man who is a spring-semester junior. He lives with both 
parents, who are still married, and watched his older sister go off to college last year, 
though she is now in the process of transferring schools. While his parents both went to 
college, it is not clear whether they graduated. Colby, like Bruce, expressed an 
appreciation for his high school by declaring, "Being here in school has been great! I 
won't lie; there has been plenty of pressure, but that's true of everyone. Ah, well the 
teachers have been nice, students have been ... I've made friends." While he talked 
about his parents' expectations in vague terms ("They want me to go far ... as far as 
possible or practical"), his teachers' expectations seemed to be clearer. 
He explained how his teachers talk about college and say, "It's a great thing and 
you should really go to it. It's important." When asked, "Who says this?" He explained: 
"All my various teachers, directly." Upon asking for an example, he explained how it was 
his math teacher who, he says, "talks a lot about it [college] and says it's very important 
to go to college and it's something you should really try to do." These conversations with 
his math teacher seem to be meaningful to him for college and for his career, because he 
shared how: "I talked to some guy (my math teacher, I think) and he suggested I be an 
archeologist." This is a tangible example of how influential teachers' direct expectations, 
such as this young man's math teacher, can be to adolescents whose parents may not be 
as familiar with college. 
Faith, a spring-semester senior who was referenced in an earlier section, spoke 
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about how important her AP biology teacher was to her. 12 This teacher was instrumental 
in shaping her future, specifically by helping her find a major in college by sparking her 
interest in biology. Since Faith's mother had not been to college, and Faith had already 
been accepted into college, she felt that she'd already met her parents' expectations, 
because "she [her mother] wanted me to do all this stuff and I already finished it, so I 
don't know." Without knowing what happens during and after college, this young woman 
must turn to others outside the family for information. She shared how: "AP biology and 
the teacher was really great; and I did really well and that just changed [her plans for her 
major from math to biology]." So, while Faith did not state that this teacher had direct 
expectations or aspirations for her, this teacher, who went to medical school, strongly 
influenced this young woman's future educational aspirations to study biology in college. 
Georgia, a spring-semester junior, discussed the importance of one of her 
teachers, Mrs. Johnson. This schoolteacher was an individual whom Georgia sought out 
to talk with about her dreams for the future and what she might like to study in college. 
This young woman, whose parents attended at least some college, perceived her parents 
as wanting her to go to college and get a job, which places college as a means to an end; 
however, Georgia was excited about her academic future and wanted to study psychology 
so that she could help people, not simply to get a job. Mrs. Johnson fills an important 
void in her life because Georgia's 
12 This particular AP biology teacher, Mrs. Kent, was mentioned specifically by three young women in the 
sample as being an outstanding instructor. 
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immediate family members [are], like, encouraging [me] to, like, go to college 
and stuff ... not any certain college or what I want to major in. Just, like, at least 
going and doing something further than high school because you won't have a 
good paying job if you don't go to college. 
Her teacher, Mrs. Johnson, is a great source of support for her specific goals-studying 
psychology because "I want to help people"-and she elaborated on what this teacher 
meant to her: 
She's an English teacher from [the nearby town] and she just came here this year. 
And, I don't know ... she's like, it's kind of weird to like even picture this, but I 
don't know if you've seen the movie Freedom Writers? It's like a teacher who 
comes into the inner city and, like, helps kids, basically read and write; and she's 
really encouraging. And, Mrs. Johnson is very, very similar and she's there to be 
your teacher and help you and also there to, like, listen to you and help you and I 
just, like, talk to her about college and she's just so encouraging on what I want to 
do and where I want to go. 
To Georgia, this teacher is someone she seeks out for guidance and moral support about 
her specific aspirations, which is important because she doesn't seem to be finding this at 
home. This teacher is a model of helping others in a similar way to how Georgia wants to 
help others. While her parents may speak to her about how college is necessary in order 
to find a good paying job, she sees college as a way to do more, a way for her to learn the 
skills necessary to help others in a career as a domestic-violence counselor. Again, this 
teacher may not have specific expectations for this young woman; however, she is 
"encouraging" her to follow her own hopes for college. This support is powerful because 
it gives her confidence-and maybe even a bit of joy-to pursue the study of psychology. 
Pam, a fall-semester senior who had lost her mother, had a father and brother who 
wanted her to go to college. Now living with her aunt and uncle, she explained the 
relationship with her aunt and uncle as: "We really aren't close at all. We used to be, but 
67 
it's just kind of, like, I think they are ready for me to go to college. We don't fight; we 
just don't talk really. It's just a weird situation." Without a mother in her day-to-day life, 
this young woman, when asked who had been most influential in her life, identified her 
brother, who was helping her look at colleges (all local private institutions of higher 
education) and a teacher, Mrs. Lavine. 
This was the teacher she had for history her sophomore year and psychology her 
senior year. Currently, she was a peer educator in this teacher's homeroom. As a peer 
educator, she explained how she was basically "a parent for a class of a homeroom of 
freshmen." She was excited about this placement because this teacher "had, like, my 
whole family. She knows my whole family really well. And she wrote my 
recommendation [for college], too." When asked specifically, "What is it that you admire 
or appreciate about her?," she explained: 
She' s really outspoken; like she can talk about anything for as long as she wants. I 
feel like a lot of teachers here are just kind of really strict and they aren't crazy 
and stuff. She can just go on a rant and stuff and she's just really funny. She went 
to [a local leading private research university] .. . . And, she tells me about her 
kids and her home life. I know more about her than most of my teachers. 
This teacher has included Pam in her classroom, which seems to be like a family given 
Pam's use of the word "parent" to describe her role as peer educator for the homeroom of 
freshmen. This teacher's openness allows this young woman the opportunity to get to 
know her life beyond the traditional classroom. Moreover, her teacher's academic 
background includes a private research university in the area, which perhaps not 
surprisingly, is a school that Pam has toured and plans to "apply early action." It is also 
worth noting that her brother, who is equally influential in her life, has an apartment 
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"right near [this private research university]." These two reasons may be why she is 
interested in applying to this school. Finally, this teacher is held up by the young woman 
as a positive role model who not only went to one of the schools she's hoping to go to, 
but who has successfully managed work and family. This is highly valued by Pam, 
because she currently lives with her aunt, who went to college and then "never worked in 
her life," and this is just the "one thing I would never want to do is be a stay-at-home 
mom," because 
I think that we have so many opportunities now; and if I'm going to go to a really 
good school and girls are told to go to college why would you just not do anything 
after. If you are going to be a stay-at-home mom, just be a stay-at-home mom, 
don't waste the money. It's also, I'd just get bored. I don't know what you'd do 
all day. 
While this schoolteacher does not have explicit expectations for Pam, the teacher's 
lifestyle that combines a professional career with a family is a positive role model for this 
young woman. This model seems to be influencing Pam's ideas not only about where she 
might go to college, but how to successfully manage work and family. 
Sally, a fall-semester senior, had lost a younger sister to leukemia said how this 
death had influenced her to become a clinical nurse practitioner. She explained: "When 
she passed away I wanted to continue working with kids." Her parents were both still 
married and her mother had done some college, but her father had not. Her mother was 
currently a licensed practical nurse and her father was a technician for a phone company. 
She understands her parents' hopes for her "that I'm happy in life and whatever I want, 
like, happens." And, what she wants is to "get my doctorate for the nursing and I want to 
have kids. Urn, I don't know. I think that's it." 
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While her parents haven't shared very specific expectations or aspirations for her 
educational future, her teachers are preparing her for college. She explains how her 
teachers have shaped her future by "putting working on us. And, I know college it's not 
going to be easy." When asked, "What do you think college is going to be like?" she 
responded: 
It's like all just a mid-term and a final and so last year in physics we had a mid-
term and a final and I just feel like it gets us ready for that and like my anatomy 
teacher gives us one homework a week; like a college course would. 
With her teachers modeling their high school courses after college courses, they are 
preparing her for the next level of education. This is valuable preparation because her 
parents cannot share what college will be like. When asked, "What do you think about 
college?," she responded with: "I think I'm just ready to go. I think I can handle it." By 
taking high school courses that mirror college courses, first-generation students can 
experience what a college course will be like before they get there and gain important 
self-reliance. Specifically, this gives Sally the confidence to know that she can pursue her 
dreams of becoming a clinical nurse practitioner. Her schoolteachers are significant 
others who are strategically giving her the tools she needs to be successful in college and 
helping her create social capital that is invaluable if she is to achieve her own aspirations 
of obtaining a doctorate in nursing. 
Ethan, a fall-semester junior who is an only child, spoke about his coaches, 
teachers, and guidance counselors. He shared how his parents don't know the college 
process, so: 
I usually, I'm probably going to take those steps [visiting colleges, etc.]. They 
really don't know how to do it, that. So I, we, I'm going to need help so; that's not 
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really, that's not, they are there to support me and help me and give me a good 
environment and give me a good home environment to learn in and they are going 
to give me the best, but they can't, they don't know the college process and I 
don't either, so, yeah. 
When asked where he might go for help, he responded: 
Urn, my AAU coach first and foremost, urn, ah, my teachers. Urn, my guidance 
counselor; I don't know, that's like, ah, and my high school coach, too. Mr. 
Devers who's actually the coach and the social studies teacher, but he's not the 
reason I want to do that. 
Given his plans to be the first in his family to go to college and his status as an only child, 
Ethan will need to go outside the family to understand the college process. He was one of 
the few adolescents who specifically mentioned a coach by name as a significant other. 
And, indeed, coaches play an integral role in his life, because when I asked him what he 
wanted to be when he grew up, he announced: "I'm thinking of being a teacher and a 
basketball coach." While he doesn't seem to credit his high school social studies teacher, 
who is also a coach, with the reason he'd like to be a teacher and coach, he does refer to 
this teacher as a resource for college. In any case, this young man sees his resources as 
threefold: coaches, teachers, and guidance counselors. He is looking to these people who 
have been through the college process to explain it to him. This young man goes on to 
express gratitude for his coach, whom he seeks to be like. He explains: 
I want to find a job in that department, just go and dive right in. And, then 
eventually become a high school, the head coach, the varsity coach and help kids 
like me that didn't have parents who ... yeah, like, help kids just like me, like my 
coach he knows everything, he's best friends with the [local leading private 
research university] head coach .... His sons were getting recruited by them. He 
knows everything about colleges and my parents both didn't go to college. 
Ethan wants to go to college, graduate, return to high school to teach social studies or 
history, and help others who are "just like me." This seems to hint at helping other first-
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generation college students who may not know how to navigate the college process and 
need someone to advise them who has been through it. Unlike his father, who is a 
powerful negative role model whose career path has been risky, here is a powerful 
positive role model in his teacher-coach who has a "stable" career, which Ethan hopes to 
have in his future. Not only does this young man want to follow in his coach's footsteps, 
he wants to remember where he came from and help the next generation of first-
generation college students. 
The third significant other Ethan discusses as a resource for help with the college 
process is his guidance counselor. While he doesn't speak in much detail about his 
guidance counselor, he is aware that she is available to him as he embarks on his college 
search. This idea of the guidance counselor, in addition to teachers, as meaningful 
outside-the-family social capital for working class adolescents who are planning to be the 
first in their family to obtain a bachelor's degree, is evident in several other responses 
from working class adolescents, as well as in the literature on social capital and college 
enrollment. What follows are three more working class adolescents who mentioned their 
guidance counselors as a source or support in their academic path toward college. 
Guidance counselors as outside-the-family social capital for working class adolescents 
Ky, like Ethan, was previously introduced in the section on how he "never wanted 
to be like my dad." This young man shared how his parents "defmitely talk with my 
guidance counselors," which he perceives to be one way his parents shape his plans for 
the future. While the role of guidance counselors for him is related to his academic 
performance, historically, guidance counselors were a resource to his family when he was 
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"bullied" as the "new kid" in school. It is worth noting the reason his parents moved him 
"from [a town nearby] , [was because this town] has just a better school system overall." 
This adolescent seems to have paid a physical price for the chance to receive a better 
education. 
This experience of being bullied as a child, however, has made him want to "help 
people" in his career. He mentioned three times over the course of his interview that he'd 
like to become a guidance counselor when he gets older. As with Ethan, Ky is grateful for 
the moral support he received from a significant other outside of his family and is 
interested in helping other children younger than he is who may also struggle, as he once 
did, with bullying. This is an example of how a young man has internalized the 
counselors' words with specific actions that helped allow him to overcome being bullied 
and then focus on his academic achievement. Given the significant role guidance 
counselors played in his past and current education, it is not surprising that they've had a 
strong positive influence on shaping his future career path. 
Hillary, a spring semester-senior, used words sparingly and spoke with a thick 
Massachusetts accent. When asked what she wanted to be when she grew up, she said: "I 
don't know what I want to be yet, when I grow up. Undecided." She was the youngest of 
eleven and had a twin brother who had dropped out of high school. Her parents didn't 
live together; she explained how they "never got married, they just got together." She 
reported that her mother attended some community college, but was currently 
unemployed. When asked what her parents hope for her, she said she didn't know. 
However, when asked who out of all her siblings, friends, relatives, and teachers have 
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shaped her plans for the future, she replied: "I don't really know. Like my guidance 
counselor helps me .... Yeah, with applying to [the local state university]." She also told 
me about how "some of my brothers and sisters be like: 'Where are you going to school?' 
And I'm like: 'Probably [local state university]' and they are like: 'Oh, cool."' 
This young woman, who over the course of the interview catalogued in detail all 
of the jobs her ten siblings held, told of how only two of them were still enrolled in some 
type of school. One was in a local community college; and the other, "my sister Shana, I 
forget what she does, but I know she's going to school, but I forget where, 'cause like she 
doesn't live in the state, she lives in Arizona .... But, I'm pretty sure she's doin' good for 
herself." The only sibling she refers to as doing "good" is her sister who is still enrolled 
in school. This young woman has, it seems based on the conversation, very few positive 
professional role models who have graduated from college. She must rely, therefore, on 
those outside her family for social capital, such as the guidance counselors at her high 
school. Had it not been for her guidance counselor's work, she may not have applied to 
college at all, and her educational future would be uncertain at best. 
The important role of guidance counselors who assist working class adolescents 
in their quest to attend college cannot be overstated. Recent research by Stephan (2013) 
highlights how "high school counselors are seen as potential agents of social capital," but 
it also warns that oftentimes the "standard counselor model, developed to serve middle-
class students, may not translate effectively to schools serving disadvantaged students" 
(p.l ). Given that the high school where this sample came from has such a heterogeneous 
socioeconomic student population, it seems, based on the reports of the adolescents from 
74 
working class backgrounds, that their guidance counselors have been immensely helpful 
in making students aware of them as a resource for helping them reach their goals of 
applying to college. 
These students are fortunate, because their counselors are assisting them with 
"navigating the enrollment process, which includes searching for and applying to colleges 
and fmancial aid" (Stephan, 2013, p. 1), especially since this is often not part of the 
standard counselor model that was designed with the middle-class student in mind who 
may not need as much assistance going through the "college enrollment process" (p. 1 ). 
By providing this strategic support throughout the college enrollment process, guidance 
counselors help "disadvantaged students whose families are often unfamiliar with the 
college enrollment process [the opportunity to] potentially draw on social capital, 
knowledge and resources accessed through social relationships" (Stephan, 2013, p.l); 
and, indeed, Hillary is an example of this school's guidance counselors' commitment to 
going beyond the "standard counselor model" to ensure that all students have an 
opportunity to attend college. 
Finally, there is Willa, a fall-semester senior who wanted to be different from her 
mother, since her mother hadn't gone to college. This young woman shared how 
guidance counselors were essential to her being successful in her parents' eyes. She 
explained first about her brother and how he achieved success, and then related it to her 
own quest: 
I mean, like for my brother, his, like, success was getting to [flagship state 
university] and, like, I watched them [her parents] just be like you can't, you got 
to keep going, you can't, like; he applied twice; no, he applied when he was a 
senior and he didn't make it and he applied first semester, after first semester, and 
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then he didn't make it and then they got him to apply one more time and that's 
when he made it. So, that was their ... that made them very happy. 
And, for me, they want me to, like, try my hardest in school and do what I 
can to get to where I want to be. And, like, help me, if I was, like, struggling, like 
my mom is just like very, like Mrs. Wheeler is my guidance counselor and if she 
sees something that she doesn't like she'll email Mrs. Wheeler and get me to talk 
to her and see what I'm struggling with. Like, I just had to switch out my math 
class because I just wasn't getting it and I had to go down a step. 
This young woman understands that her parents and her guidance counselor work 
collaboratively to ensure that she'll be successful in school, even if that means going 
back a level in math. This partnership and communication between her mother and her 
guidance counselor illustrates her parents' investment in this form of public 
infrastructure. They depend on the guidance counselor to help their daughter be placed in 
the appropriate level of instruction so that she can get to where she wants to be. 
I hope that I can achieve, like, what I want to, but I know that's, like I said, you'll 
have to work for it; so, getting into a school that I want and, like, being able to be 
successful at the classes, too. But like getting into the school is like one step and 
actually getting through it is a whole different thing. 
As is evident in this young woman's struggle with certain subjects in high school, she is 
aware that getting into college is just one part of the process. She is acutely aware that 
getting through college requires "doing the work and stuff." There is a sense in this 
adolescent's voice of concern about succeeding in college, given her perceived 
difficulties in certain subjects and the fact that, as was mentioned earlier in the paper, her 
parents get a little "overwhelming with it" (her having to work to get an education). This 
state of being overwhelmed results from her parents saying: "Why aren't you doing this, 
why aren't you doing your homework." She admits that it "kind of gets stressful with my 
dad with like all of his appointments [for his back problems, which placed him on 
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disability] and stuff and trying to help, my mom trying to help with school and work and 
stuff." This is an example of her parents' having expectations about her academic 
achievement in high school and her trying hard to meet them while balancing her 
responsibilities at her part-time job in a cafe and caring for her father on disability. For 
Willa, the guidance counselor is an important link between her mother and the school, 
which helps to determine her failure or success in high school and the subsequent 
colleges she'll attend in the future. 
It is worth noting that while four working class adolescents referred to guidance 
counselors as a significant other who provided social capital outside the family, there was 
only one professional class adolescent who mentioned a guidance counselor in her 
interview. When it was brought up in this interview, the guidance counselor's influence 
appeared to be limited to a cursory conversation that simply reaffirmed her future 
aspirations, more than serving as a significant college resource outside the family to help 
create social capital. 
The only adolescent in the professional sample to mention a guidance counselor 
was a young woman, Krista. She was a budding feminist who told me in her interview 
that she found the glass ceiling "annoying." She was the eldest of two children and her 
parents, who were still married, both held master's degrees. Her top choice for college 
was an elite private research university nearby. And her family had recently found "a 
newspaper article about me in like third grade saying I wanted to go to [this elite private 
research university]." She shared how she wanted to be either a mechanical or an 
aeronautical engineer when she grew up, so that she could "make the world better" by 
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doing 
Engineers without Borders; so I want to go to third world countries, fix up the 
water, make water supply better like access to roads and just, in general, make the 
world better, and ifl worked for NASA I'd want to be able to work on those 
mining experiments to get more materials for the world like from asteroids and 
the moon, so that way we can sustain this planet without ruining it. 
When questioned whether her "teachers or any coaches or anything or friends have any 
expectations for you for the future," she replied: 
Not that have ever been vocalized, I mean I'm sure you met him, the guy with the 
mustache in the tech ed room. He's like: "Oh, you'll be a great engineer" but, like 
no one has ever said anything to me like: "Oh, we expect you to do ... " like, I've 
heard people, a substitute whose, like, the best sub ever here, who I hope I 
actually have today. He's always been, like, "You are going to do great"; he 
expects to see me in the news and doing great things. It's never like, "We expect 
you to go to this school," and even my guidance counselor hasn't been like that, 
she's always just like: "It's awesome you want to go into engineering." And, no 
one has ever said to me: "We expect you to do this"; the only thing I ever hear is: 
"We expect you to do good." 
For this young woman, the guidance counselor is not a significant resource because her 
parents talk with her about the college process. She is focusing on getting into an elite 
research university in hopes of working someday at NASA. Her expectations seem 
substantially different than the working class respondents. It seems to be an unspoken 
expectation from her parents and teachers that she will go to college. What expectations 
are spoken to her concern her "doing great things," because her parents and her teachers 
believe based on her high school achievements that she has the capacity to be highly 
successful in her education and career. 
She already knows the pathways and can speak about financial aid and merit aid, 
and her parents, in her words, are "just willing to support me in any way I need it, which 
is awesome. And they are just excited for the college process 'cause I'm the oldest, so my 
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mom and dad are always like on the college websites and looking at it and college tours." 
When asked, "Have you gone on many?" she said, "Yeah, I've gone on quite a few." This 
example serves to illustrate how professional adolescents seem to have fuller 
conversations about college with their parents, which results in them having more social 
capital from within their families and relying less on social capital outside their family. 
Indeed, the only time professional class adolescents referenced their teachers was to share 
how their teachers' passion for a subject area influenced their own future academic 
course of study. What follows are three young women speaking about their two favorite 
female teachers. 
Teachers as influencing future courses of study for professional class adolescents 
Two young women, Lauren and Nora, mentioned the AP biology teacher. Lauren was 
effusive in her praise of this teacher: "She's a phenomenal teacher and she' s done so 
many things, ah, and I just love her. ... I love her very much." She explained how this 
"class really influenced me. The teacher is probably the best teacher I've ever had and I 
was really interested in the subject, which is why I signed up for the class .... I'm 
definitely going to be a biology major because of it." And Nora, who was in the same 
class, said: "When I took AP bio with Mrs. Kent, she was such a good teacher and made 
me love the subject. Even ifyou went into that class hating bio, you would come out of it 
loving it." 
A third young woman, Ophelia, told me about her history and psychology teacher, 
(the same teacher Pam mentioned previously). She explained how her 
history teacher my sophomore year is also the psychology teacher and so she was, 
had a lot of things about psychology worked into our history lesson. So, I found it 
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really interesting and it helped me understand things better from a psychological 
point of view of wars and stuff, which kind of interested me. It, yeah, still 
interests me, different personality things ... but she'd tell side stories of things 
because you could tell she loved psychology; so, she found a way to tie it all 
together. 
These young women perceive these female teachers as individuals who are influencing 
their future academic pathways. By engaging them in the classroom material, these 
teachers are helping to shape the adolescents' own aspirations for their academic course 
of study in college; however, they are not perceived as gatekeepers to information about 
college the way some working class adolescents perceive teachers. 
College counselors as outside-the-family social capital for affluent families 
It is worth noting, however, that there does appear to be at least one type of gatekeeper to 
information about college that professional parents who have been to college themselves 
seek out: the college coach. The college coach is a privately funded individual who 
usually has experience working in an admissions office who assists high school seniors 
with their college applications. From what adolescents shared, their parents' investment 
in a college coach symbolizes their parents' aspirations for them, but in different ways. 
The two young women from professional families who spoke about college 
coaches in this sample were extremely affluent. Amy's father owns a multinational 
corporation, and Vanessa's father is a surgeon. Amy explained how she knew her father's 
hopes for her because "when we started my search for college-we have a college 
coach-and he [her father] came to the first meeting and he said, 'Well, do you want to 
take over [the business]? 'Cause you have the opportunity."' Paradoxically, this meeting 
with the college coach was the conduit to her understanding what her father really wants 
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her to do, which was not go to college, gain real-world experience as his apprentice, and 
then replace him as the head of their family business. 
Vanessa, on the other hand, explained how much of a priority education is to her 
parents and how supportive they've been in the college process. In her own words, she 
spoke about how they have "always pushed me in school to my best ... and now they've 
really been helping me with the college process, which I also feel like I'm also not sure I 
could do without them." When asked to "tell me more about what the best means," she 
explained: 
Urn, well it means they moved here knowing the schools were highly ranked. 
And, they used to try to make me, like, give me opportunities to like do the best 
that I possibly could for SATs, they got me a tutor so I just didn't go into it, like, 
not knowing what it was like and now they have tutor to help me do the college 
process because they just want to make sure I'm doing everything the right way .. 
. . She used to work here actually, she's a teacher and she's, like, read for colleges 
and stuff and she knows all the little tricks and tips so she was just helpful with 
the college application. Like I'd write my essay and she'd read it for me and edit 
it and make sure it sounded alright. 
To this young woman, her college coach is instrumental in her being academically 
prepared for her college application, because her parents want her to be "successful." 
This is the final step in a long line of educational investments her parents have made in 
helping her be ready for college; starting with moving to a town that is known for having 
good schools, to having private tutors for the SAT, and now a tutor for her college 
process. 
There was also one example where a young woman from a working class 
background had a college coach to help her with the college search process. This young 
woman, Mary Ann, despite the fact that neither of her parents had gone to college, had a 
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father whose business success had made her family's lifestyle more similar to adolescents 
who have very affluent professional parents. 
I have, like, a college advisor cause I'm the first to go to school, so my parents 
don't really know what they are doing when it comes to college. And, she has 
been helping me, like, urn, with my goals and, like, how to, like, look at 
everything and, like, everything in smaller steps, I guess you could say. And, 
she's kind of worked out everything that I want to go through and all. 
And, like the young women in the professional sample, this college coach symbolized her 
parents' hopes for her. She explained how she knows what her parents hope for her: 
Well, when I talk to them about it, I, like, can tell that they, like, agree with me 
and try and, like, they talk to me about different possibilities like in pediatrics that 
I can get into and they, like my mom talks to friends that she knows and they try 
and find stuff out for me. And, like my dad owns his company and he's, like, "I 
don't want you taking our company over. I want you to do what you want to do." 
Adolescents' College Aspirations versus the Cost of College 
It is no secret these days that college is an expensive endeavor. The adolescents shared 
their feelings about the tension between going to a college they wanted to go to and the 
colleges they perceived they could afford. While this was mainly voiced by professional 
adolescents (N=S), there was one working class adolescent who voiced the same concern. 
These adolescents, with their parents, are trying to determine if going to a college of their 
dreams is worth the investment, if they do not receive any financial support. 
This dilemma, voiced by Krista, was prevalent among many of the professional 
class adolescents who aspired to go to highly selective and very expensive colleges in 
New England. While she had wanted to go this elite private research university since she 
was in the third grade, as a high school junior she, and her parents, now had to look 
closely at the financial details of this dream. 
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We were looking at a financial aid calculator for [this elite private research 
university] and I got barely any aid and we were talking about what I would do if 
I got into [this university] and got no aid but got into a school that gave me a full 
ride for merit, like, what I would do, like, which is, we just figured, it's a tough 
question because [it is this elite university] versus I don't know what school. 
Her dream is an elite private research university; she can't even list a second school in 
this paragraph that interests her half as much, yet she is cognizant of the fact that this 
university is expensive. While her parents are willing to support her with her 
undergraduate degree, she knows she may have to "take out loans." There seems to be a 
concern over the cost-benefit analysis of a degree from this elite private research 
university. On the one hand, going to this university has been her childhood dream and 
would help her "get that job at NASA that I really want," which might help her pay for 
her master's degree that both she and her parents would like for her to do; but on the 
other hand, there is uncertainty as to whether it is worth the loans, and perhaps going to 
another (less prestigious) school with full aid might be equally productive. 
This concern of going to a less selective school and receiving more aid was 
echoed by Lauren, who aspired to go to a New England Ivy-League school when she 
graduated: 
I don't know. I guess it's mostly the money that she [her mother] is concerned 
about and also like it's money versus the quality of the school 'cause, like, at [a 
small independent liberal arts college] I could [get a] package from [them] that's 
very generous cause they do merit. And then, at the [New England Ivy-League 
college] I could get a package that's less generous because they don't do merit, 
but it's a "better school," like that's in quotes for the recording .... but, like, I 
think it's like quality of education versus the cost that she's most concerned 
about, which I feel like any parent could be concerned about that. 
This young woman is acutely aware, as is evident in the "better school" remark, that the 
perceived quality of her college education may be sacrificed if she is to get a better 
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financial aid package at a less competitive school. This focus and attention on financial 
aid seems to be driven by her mother, who, like Krista's parents, is playing an active role 
in helping her child think carefully through the financial aid aspect of attending college, 
because they have been through it before and want to ensure their children's success. 
Nora's parents are also talking with her about the financial aspect of going to the 
college of her dreams versus the cost. Specifically: 
They keep saying, like, you get a lot of money somewhere, you really need to 
consider that, but I feel like knowing myself, if I were to get into a Catholic 
university in Pennsylvania, and then didn't get a ton of money; or compared to ifl 
got into the Catholic university in New England and got a lot of money there, I 
feel like I just would go to the Catholic university in Pennsylvania and be, like I'll 
deal with it later in life, because that's where I really want to go, so. 
Here is another adolescent who is confronted with the choice to follow her dreams to her 
top-choice highly selective and expensive private school or consider her second choice if 
it is a more financially affordable option. When I asked her what her parents thought of 
her determination to go to the Catholic university in Pennsylvania and consider the 
financial consequences later in life, she replied: 
They think it's not the best idea. Because either way I mean I wouldn't be 
thoroughly disappointed ifl went to the Catholic university in New England, and 
they know that. They know that no matter where I end up going, I'll have a good 
experience there, but I feel like if I got into the Catholic university in 
Pennsylvania and I didn't go there, then the whole time I'd be wondering: "What 
if I went there?" And, I don't really want to wonder that throughout my whole 
college experience. 
Here are three sets of parents who have been through the college process before trying to 
help their adolescents understand the financial realities of attending an expensive college 
while balancing it with their adolescent children's own aspirations to attend certain 
colleges. A fourth set of parents, Ophelia's, were also trying to help her navigate this 
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decision, although she did not have one school that was her top choice. 
As the youngest of three girls, Ophelia had observed her parents' conversations 
with her older sisters about the cost of college. And, she talked about how she "wouldn't 
want to set myself up to graduate college and be in, like, a huge amount of debt!" When 
asked if fmancial aid will play a factor in her decision on where to go to college, she 
replied: 
I think it definitely will play a part; I don' t see how it could not, but I mean 
depending on the school and situation with financial aid. I guess it depends on the 
situation. I mean if there were two schools that I really liked and I got, like, a 
huge fmancial aid from one and not from the other I think I'd lean toward going 
to that [less expensive] school. But, if there was a school that I hated and a school 
I really liked urn, and it could be worked out that I could go to the school I really 
liked, with less money, then I would do that, but I think it plays a factor 
depending on the situation. 
Ophelia is also fortunate in that her parents have told her, or rather told her sisters: 
Well, my parents say-I haven' t had the college talk myself, yet-but they've had 
college talks with all, like, the whole ... they want they say to choose a school 
that we want to go to and we'll be happy at and don't let money be the only thing 
that drives you away from the school, but just like to keep in mind the, how it will 
affect the future, like if you are going to be in debt your whole life or if there are 
great opportunities at a school. 
Her parents are carefully advising their daughters to make a calculated decision on which 
college is best for them. They are not limiting them by cost, but they want their daughters 
to recognize the long-term debt burdens that some schools may give them. This education 
about the realities of the cost of higher education is invaluable to their daughters making 
an informed decision about where to attend college. 
Then there is a young man, Jon, who is trying to decide if he should go to a 
Catholic college in a neighboring state, where his father went, or attend one of the 
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Massachusetts state schools. The Catholic college also has a 3+ 2 program with an urban 
university where he can earn a law degree, which is appealing because his mother 
"always thinks I'd make a good lawyer." But, he's recently been awarded a scholarship 
to Massachusetts [state schools] and a lot of people get it and my understanding is 
that they kind of made it, they lower the tuition initial fee and they kind of made it 
all on fees so it would only now cost like $2,000 a year, something like that, but 
you know it's something, I guess and you know, my dad, he's in the stocks, he 
used to put a couple hundred dollars in the stocks every month and you know 
that's grown and I feel comfortable and ifl went to a state school I'd feel 
comfortable going there knowing that, you know, I wouldn't have too much debt 
outside of school because of that, but ifl went to the Catholic college where I'm 
going to be paying that kind of money every year I will have, I will have much 
larger number in debt, considering. I mean if this Catholic college starts around 
50 [thousand dollars] that's not including scholarships or anything like that and I 
can go to [the state school] , you know, each year, like, maybe, like, 12 grand plus 
you know some, you know, board, I'm not sure. I mean I guess I've got stuff in 
my backpack, the brochures, but generally, roughly that's the difference and it's a 
big difference ... I mean going four years to [the state school] for around the 
price of one year at, when you think about it. ... It's a 1 to 4 ratio. 
This adolescent, whose parents both went to college, seems to be making the decision on 
where to go to college mostly on his own, which is what his mother wants him to do. He 
explains: 
My mother is very, she's always trying to help me when she, she always wants to 
go look at a school somewhere or another. She wants me to know what I want to 
do and she, you know, pushes me to look at schools stuff like that, because she 
wants me to go out there and take a look and make my own decision. 
While his mother remains quiet on the quality-versus-cost issue, she is vocal on her 
expectations for him. 
My mother said to me specifically, you know, like, you've got to go at least get 
your bachelor's degree, if you want to do something else you have to figure it out 
from there, but you know, yeah, I guess it's just understood I guess in the 
household. 
Like Krista' s parents, Jon's mother has an unspoken expectation that since he is in her 
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house he will get a college education. After college it is up to him, but he will at a 
minimum get an undergraduate education. To Jon, cost is at the forefront because he is 
painfully aware that his father has been unemployed for several years after losing his job 
as a stock broker during the Great Recession, which makes him uneasy about attending a 
private university that costs four times as much as the state one. It appears to be his 
decision as to which institution of higher education he should attend, the public university 
that may cost less or the private college that his father graduated from and is perceived to 
be higher in quality. This tension between the quality of education and cost of education 
only came up in one interview with a student in the working class sample, Didi. 
Didi was concerned about the financial aspect of attending one of her dream 
colleges, which were all private institutions ofhigher education. She elaborated: 
Colleges are kind of sorted to me into two categories: categories I want to go to; 
and then categories of things we can afford; so they don't really mix very well. 
But, I'd really rather go to a college that would make me happy and that I'd have 
fun and do what I want to do and come out with debt. But, if I have a good 
enough job, I'll be able to take care of that. So, it's, like, I'd rather do that than go 
to some, like, not as, like, fulfilling college, in a place where I didn't want to go 
to, and come out with minimal debt, but not be, not have fully enjoyed my 
expenence. 
This adolescent does not have parents who have graduated from college, and so she 
doesn't have access to much information about the fmancial aid aspects of college like 
the professional class adolescents. Therefore, she took it upon herself to seek out a 
financial aid workshop at a recent college fair. She explained how: 
I went to a college fair, a few weeks ago, and they had, like, a financial aid 
workshop; so I went ... like I got caught up in that and I feel, like, between 
scholarships; I could get merit-need based scholarships and, like, things like that. 
They have work study, or work something that I thought was really cool that I 
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could look into and outside scholarships that I feel like I could be able to make it 
work and it would cover a lot of it. 
When asked if her mother went with her, she replied: "No, me and a few of my friends 
went." This young woman's determination to find information about financial aid is a 
testament to how she's trying to balance what her parents hope for her, which is to go to a 
"really good college," all the while knowing that: 
They don't really have a lot of money to, like, send me. So, we are trying to find 
the balance between colleges [that] are good for me and colleges we can afford. 
And, so I mean, I have a lot of colleges that look really cool to me, but I don't 
know if we will be able to afford them. 
Didi identifies a tension many working class families, and clearly an increasing number 
of professional class families, must confront these days. On one hand, there is goodness 
of fit, but on the other hand there is affordability. What separates the working class 
families from the professional class families is their actual knowledge on the subject of 
fmancial aid. Whereas professional class parents have either been through the process 
themselves or have the time to learn about the fmancial aid process, many working class 
parents, like Didi's, don't have the time, as is evident in her attending the financial aid 
workshop at the college fair on her own. This lack of information is documented in a 
recent paper from the National Bureau of Economic Research that discusses the finding 
that "high school students from low-income family backgrounds have very little 
understanding of actual college tuition levels, fmancial aid opportunities, and the 
admissions process" (Kane and Avery, 2004, as cited in Orecopoulous & Dunn, 2012, p. 
1 ). This information gap must be addressed if more working class adolescents are going 
to attend and graduate from college. 
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Adolescents' Perceptions of Their Public School as an Indicator of the Value Their 
Parents Place on Education 
Another, more subtle finding from this study was that adolescents' perception of 
their parents' choice to live in this town-known for having a good school district-was 
related to their own educational future and expectations. It was evident to these 
adolescents, across socioeconomic lines, that their parents placed a high value on 
education, because they knew their parents worked hard and made sacrifices so that they 
could live in a town with a strong school district. 
These young women and men knew that their parents valued education because of 
what they gave up to ensure their children received the best public school education they 
could afford. As is evident in the excerpts, adolescents knew their parents worked hard, 
commuted long hours, and uprooted their families from other towns so that they might 
receive a high-quality public education. 
Elizabeth, a spring-semester senior and the older of two, told of how she would be 
attending a small Catholic college in the fall. Reflecting on her parents' lifestyle, she 
shared how grateful she was for the opportunities her parents had given her: 
They've worked really hard to, like we live in a nice town and we go to the nice 
schools here and have a nice house and I think they've worked really hard to 
make that for us. And, I think that it's ideal that, you know, my brother and I are 
lucky to have what they've worked hard for. So I think I would want something 
like that. 
Then there was Ky, whose family had moved from a nearby town so that he and his three 
younger brothers may have the benefit of a better education: "Urn, I moved in from [a 
nearby town] , [this town has] just a better school system overall, so urn. That was the 
whole reason we moved there." Frank, a fall-semester senior who was the oldest of three, 
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whose parents were currently going through a divorce, also spoke about how "I moved 
here when I was four years old; I lived in Boston before. [But] my parents just didn't 
want me to go through that school system 'cause ... it was bad." There is a clear sense in 
these adolescents' voices that their parents prioritize their child's education over all else, 
including their own needs. 
Lauren watched her father have a grinding commute each morning so that she and 
her younger sister and brother may stay in these public schools: 
But, like my dad, he has to wake up at, like, 4 or 4:30 in the morning to get to 
work because he works, like, it's an hour's drive .... But my dad he wakes up 
very early and he has a long commute and he comes back and I would not want 
that for myself. I think I would move, but he does not move because of the school 
system here, but I think as soon as my brother graduates, I think we will be out. 
But, again, he, my brother, is in sixth grade. 
Issie, one of the twins whose parents were divorced, talked about how her mother 
struggled to keep them in the town, because of the educational opportunities for her four 
daughters. She shared: "She [my morn] just wants to urn, that's why she kept us in [this 
town] 'cause it's a pretty good school." Ethan echoed this idea that his parents (his 
mother was currently unemployed and his father was a struggling entrepreneur) had 
"done everything to keep me in this school district." It is not easy for parents, especially 
working class parents who are not secure economically, to keep their children in this 
district, but because it is important to them, and they do the best they can to stay. 
Then there was Riley, the middle child of three girls, whose father was an 
architect and whose mother was a cardiac nurse. When asked about how her parents 
explained their expectations for her, she stated: "It's just like living in this town, too; it's 
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like an unspoken norm that you should go to college." This concept of an "unspoken 
norm" was evident to her because 
like so many people, everyone, well a large percentage of every class goes off to a 
four-year college. And, urn, there's obviously people who don't, but when you are 
in classes, you hear it, it's all it's like our lowest level class is called College Prep 
classes, so, like, that's definitely what they are preparing us for. 
As Riley astutely observes, her high school's lowest level class is still preparing students 
for college, which to her seems to suggest that college is the goal for all students at this 
high school. She refers to this as an unspoken expectation for herself, as well as for all 
adolescents in this town, which is echoed by about a quarter of the students in this 
sample. 
These seven adolescents, five from the working class and two from the 
professional class, know their parents have worked hard, made sacrifices, and put in long 
hours so that their children may benefit from this town's public school education, and in 
turn these adolescents almost all (except for Issie) expect that they will go to college. 
They perceive that their parents' choice of moving to this town illustrates how much of a 
priority academics are to the family, and this seems to influence, to some extent, their 
own future educational expectations. 
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5. DISCUSSION 
The previous chapter presented the data analysis and fmdings. Chapter 5 has a summary 
of the study, discussion of the findings, implications for practice, recommendations for 
future research, and conclusions. This discussion section serves to further expand and 
clarify the data analysis through reflection, while furthering, and drawing connections to, 
the existing literature on the role of parents', and significant others', aspirations and 
expectations for adolescents. The implications for practice will provide constructive 
suggestions for high school administrators, teachers, and parents on how their adolescent 
students hear and perceive these aspirations and expectations and how they influence the 
students' own ideas about the future. Finally, the chapter ends with recommendations for 
future research and a concluding statement that describes the central themes and extent of 
what has been attempted in this research. 
Summary of the Study 
This study set out to better understand how, through the voices of high school juniors and 
seniors, parents' and significant others' aspirations and expectations for education were 
perceived, and how they shaped the adolescents' own aspirations and expectations. This 
was accomplished through interviewing selected juniors and seniors at a Massachusetts 
public high school in a suburban setting. The interview respondents came from two 
different social classes: working and professional. These in-person interviews were 
semistructured; the questions came from the researcher's literature review and 
conversations with her dissertation committee. Participants were asked a series of 
questions on what they hoped to be when they grew up and what they thought their 
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parents wanted for them or thought they should do. 
The study included 30 adolescents: 16 from a working class background and 14 
from a professional class background. They were selected by the guidance counselors in 
consultation with the principal because they met the aforementioned criteria. This study 
included one main research question: 
To what extent and in what ways-from their own descriptions-are high school 
juniors' and seniors', from different socioeconomic backgrounds, own 
educational aspirations and expectations influenced by their perceptions of their 
parents' and possibly significant others' aspirations and expectations for them? 
To answer this question, data were obtained from the in-person interviews. Interviews 
were listened to twice, transcribed verbatim by the researcher, categorized, and coded for 
emerging themes to determine the impact of parents' and significant others' aspirations 
and expectations on the adolescents' own aspirations and expectations. 
The adolescents' responses illustrated a spectrum of parental aspirations and 
expectations. There were notable connections between working class parents' aspirations 
and expectations and their children's expectations to go to college. There was also the 
idea that some working class parents were powerful negative examples to their same-sex 
adolescents and some professional class mothers were powerful positive examples to 
their daughters. Furthermore, many working class adolescents indicated that there were 
significant others (e.g., teachers, guidance counselors, coaches) who were instrumental in 
creating social capital for them that allowed them to turn their parents' dreams into their 
personal reality. Many respondents also self-reported the tension between their 
aspirations to attend high quality colleges and the cost of the colleges. Finally, there was 
the finding that adolescents perceived their parents as highly valuing education because 
93 
they lived in a town that was known to have strong public schools, and this in turn 
seemed to play a part in their own expectation that they would attend college. 
Discussion of the Findings 
High school juniors and seniors from different socioeconomic backgrounds, in their own 
descriptions, explain how their parents can be perceived as positive or negative role 
models. In the case of many of the professional class young women, mothers were seen 
as powerful, positive role models; their mothers were emblematic of what they could 
achieve in their own lives. These young women watched their mothers balance a career 
with family. They knew their mothers had gone to college and established themselves 
professionally. Then, when they had children, all six of the mothers had stepped out of 
the working world at some point in time to focus on their family. Some women left 
immediately upon having a child, while others worked for a while and then determined it 
was best to be at home. Regardless, the young women recognized how their mothers had 
focused on their own careers and then focused on their family. In one case, a mother's 
focus on her family meant she needed to go back to work when her husband lost his job 
unexpectedly in the crash of 2008, in order to provide an income for the family. 
These young women spoke of mothers whom they wanted to "be" or "follow." 
Their mothers were teachers, marketing professionals, or administrators. They admired 
their mothers and accepted them as role models. Perhaps this was because their mothers 
had gone to college, or perhaps because they had enjoyed a fulfilling professional career, 
or perhaps because they had negotiated a successful work-life balance where they could 
step in and out of their careers to raise a family. The third choice seems to capture the 
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essence of the young women's voice, because there is a sense that their mothers valued 
their career opportunities they had worked hard to achieve, but also that their mothers 
recognized their daughters and made a decision, which required a certain amount of self-
sacrifice, to stay home for a certain amount of time to raise their children. 
In the case of many of the working class young women, their mothers were 
powerful negative role models for them. Their mothers knew this, to the point that they 
explicitly told them, "Don't do what I did." Their plea, over and over, to their daughters 
was for them to be different from them, to see what they (the mothers) had become, and 
learn from their mistakes. This testimony rang in the ears of many young women from 
working class backgrounds. They perceived that their mothers lived a life of regret 
because they had not earned a college degree and could not establish themselves firmly in 
a professional career and, moreover, had limited their career options, which created 
financial hardship. 
These mothers were in customer service, as dental hygienists, file clerks, or were 
unemployed. Their daughters knew they worked hard for little financial return, and that 
without a college education they were restricted. But the mothers, for all their urging, 
couldn't offer their daughters much more than negating what they themselves had done. 
Some daughters were also skeptical of their mothers' advice, because while they might 
encourage them to go to college and find a "stable" job, their mothers hadn't done so 
themselves, which gave them little evidence that this path would tum out as anticipated. 
One young woman went so far as to say: "Not to be mean, but her future didn' t work out 
so well for her and she's not going to touch mine 'cause it's everything I have." This 
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perception that these young women from the working class have about their mothers is in 
direct opposition to their contemporaries in the professional class. 
Whereas professional class young women accepted their mothers as positive 
examples whom they wanted to emulate because of their perception that their mothers' 
college and career path has been successful, the working class young women wanted to 
separate, or deviate, from their mothers because of their perception that their mothers 
hadn't fulfilled their own collegiate goals and their career path had been bleak, or 
negative at best. The six professional class young women who wanted to follow in their 
mother's footsteps were also interested in the same, or very similar, career trajectories. 
For example, the daughter whose mother was a teacher wished to also be a teacher; the 
daughter whose mother worked in marketing hoped she would one day work in 
marketing; and the daughter whose mother worked in health care hoped she would one 
day be a physician. It is not to say that this is exclusively the reason for these young 
women to go into these fields; however, the pattern is consistent enough to warrant 
inclusion as an important finding. These professional class young women aspire to be like 
their mothers, based on their perceptions and observations growing up with them. 
The working class young women aspire to do more than their mothers did, but 
have not seen what behaviors or actions are required to be different. They understand, in 
a vague way, that they are to "stay in school 'cause I [their mother] never did and look 
where I am now," which means to go to college and find "stability"; however, little 
detailed instruction on how to achieve these steps is offered by most of the working class 
mothers. The one exception was a mother from Hong Kong who had offered her daughter 
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all sorts of extracurricular academic and sports activities, which had helped her "step up a 
little," and now she was going to a local, leading private research university. This is an 
example of parents' use of social capital outside the family playing an integral role in 
shaping working class adolescents' own aspirations and expectations. 
The interview data suggest, in particular, that social capital outside the family in 
the form of significant others from the public schools-high school teachers, guidance 
counselors, and coaches--can help working class adolescents reach their expectations. 
For example, when young men and women from working class backgrounds have parents 
who aspire for them to go to college but cannot provide any more knowledge on the 
subject matter because they themselves haven't gone, these adolescents must search for 
assistance with the college process. This is regularly found in adults at this public high 
school. Each one of the six working class adolescents' parents wanted them to go to 
college and expected them to do this. In tum, these adolescents expected that they should 
and would go to college. Moreover, all six of them reported having significant others who 
were assisting them in making their parents' dream into their own reality. These 
significant others seemed to serve as everything from mentors, to cheerleaders, to 
surrogate parents to the adolescents whose own parents simply couldn't, or possibly 
chose not to, advise them on the college process. 
These adolescents perceived these significant others as their advocates. These 
significant others shared excitement about college with the students, helped them 
understand what going to college would be like, and encouraged them to work hard to 
meet their goals. While earlier research on significant others (Hendry et al., 1992) 
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references the importance of high school teachers and coaches, as "significant non-family 
members," based on the fmdings from this sample, it seems that guidance counselors 
should also be on this list, as they seem frequently to be playing significant roles in 
influencing adolescents' own expectations. 
Guidance counselors in the public high school where this sample came from 
provided much-needed information to working class, first-generation adolescents, about 
where to and how to apply to college. These staff members were also a resource for 
parents to turn to when their adolescents were struggling academically or emotionally. 
That these services are available at no cost is important, given how financially insecure 
some of these working class families are. 
While many working class adolescents perceive their parents as wanting them to 
go to college, and then discussed with the researcher how it was also their own 
expectation, it seems that significant others are crucial intermediaries who help 
adolescents execute this expectation by advising them about the concrete steps they need 
to take to go to college. For a future study, it would be worth investigating to see if 
significant others are generally the same sex as the adolescent, which appears to be the 
case in at least five of the six adolescents in this sample. 
Also, high school juniors and seniors described how their parents, mainly those in 
the professional class, were concerned about the cost of attending expensive, highly 
ranked private institutions, which may not give much merit aid. There was tension 
between the adolescents who hoped to go to one college and their perception of their 
parents wanting them to be economically secure and possibly go to another college where 
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they wouldn't graduate with a lot of student loans. There seemed to be concern that 
quality education was not necessarily affordable. The adolescents seemed to err on the 
side of going to the school of their dreams, with their parents on the other side. One 
adolescent summed up her frustration as how, if she went to the less expensive school, 
she would always wonder what it would have been like to go to her first-choice school. 
For many professional class adolescents, this is the first time they had to confront 
hard financial realities. Young women in the professional class are talking it over with 
their parents and trying to gauge the return on investment of a prestigious college degree 
versus perhaps a less prestigious degree. Although the one young man in the professional 
class is encouraged by his mother to do what he wants, he is deciding between taking a 
scholarship for a public college and attending the more expensive private college where 
his father went. 
For many of these adolescents, going to a prestigious college is the payoff for the 
hard work that they've done their entire young lives. However, parents, and even some of 
the adolescents, are reluctant to graduate college with a "huge amount of debt." At the 
same time, the parents don't want to limit their children's choices, so they tell them, 
"Don't let money be the only thing that drives you away from the school." The messages 
here are mixed at best, which helps explain the tension and confusion the adolescents feel 
about where they should go to college. Understandably, no parents want to prevent their 
children from going to the college of their dreams, but writing in 2013, when the cost of 
college at private schools has topped $50,000 a year, having a candid conversation about 
the costs of attendance is needed so that adolescents fully appreciate the economic truths. 
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Finally, adolescents shed light on a subtle finding where just by living in their town, 
which is known for its schools, they understand that education is a priority for the 
parents, and, therefore, so is college. 
The findings from this research study contribute to the existing literature in five 
important ways. First, they expand on Zhang' s quantitative dissertation study (1997) by 
showing, through interview data, how students perceive their parents' aspirations for 
them and expectations of them. Next, it found, similar to Patrikakou (1997), that parents ' 
aspirations and expectations impacted adolescents' expectations. Thirdly, it did not 
support Chen and Lan' s (1998) fmding that adolescents ' aspirations were not necessarily 
congruent with parents' aspirations. It did support Kaplan et al.'s (2001) results that there 
seemed to be a positive correlation between parents' own educational attainment and 
perceived parental educational expectations for their adolescents. One important 
exception was a very wealthy business owner (not a working class parent) who wanted 
his daughter not to go to college, but to join him working for his large corporation. 
Moreover, this study showed that working class parents, in general, wanted their children 
to go to college even though they themselves hadn' t completed their undergraduate 
degree. Finally, it found all of the five themes of family influence on motivation that 
Urdan et al. (2007) identified in their research study. 
Recall that Zhang's quantitative dissertation (1997) found evidence that parents ' 
educational expectations are significantly related to student achievement across all racial-
ethnic groups, and family socioeconomic status is a significant variable in all these 
groups as well. However, the author didn' t determine how students perceive these 
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expectations. The current study adds to this literature by helping to explain how students 
perceive these aspirations and expectations. Specifically, the current study fmds that it is 
through a combination of conversations with parents-and occasionally, in the case of 
younger siblings, the observance of conversations parents have with older siblings-and 
the parents' involvement to help adolescents achieve their future educational goals, and 
actions parents took toward their own higher education helps adolescents come to 
understand their aspirations and expectations. 
While the adolescents are listening to, talking with, and watching their parents, 
perhaps not surprisingly, more weight is given by the adolescent to the parents' actions 
versus words. These actions may be current (e.g., the parent is actively helping the 
adolescent go on college tours or enrolling them in extracurricular activities) or they may 
be historical (e.g., the mother got her master's before she had children). 
The adolescents pay particular attention to the actions of the parent of the same 
sex (i.e., mothers for daughters and fathers for sons). What the parents have done, or 
modeled, in their own educational history comes alive for these adolescents across both 
professional and working class backgrounds, but in opposite ways. While professional 
class young women seek to emulate their mothers' experiences and actions, many ofthe 
working class young women are trying to behave differently than their mothers who have 
not gone to college. 13 
13 While this "negative family role models" was found in Urdan et al.'s (2007) research, the authors do not 
report on whether these "negative family role models" are the same or different genders than the 
adolescent. 
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Importantly, some of these working class mothers are offering more tangible 
current actions to support their daughters on this new pathway. For example, there is 
Faith, whose mother is a file clerk and who "always advocated us to have a good 
education or, like, not end up like her." Her mother backed up these words with actions 
by enrolling Faith and her younger brother in as many extracurricular activities as 
possible. She took them to programs at a local elite university and encouraged them to 
play musical instruments and sports. Similarly, Zoe' s mother is taking her on lots of 
college tours and trying to figure out the common application with her, even though she 
herself never went to college. She is sharing in this excitement by partnering with her 
daughter to help her go to college. 
Then you have Tara, whose mother was unemployed and told her: "Look where I 
am. If you want end up where I am, good for you, but this isn' t fun so you got to do it." 
Unlike other working class mothers, Tara' s mother isn't helping-or can' t help--her 
daughter find extracurricular activities that may support Tara's academic future, because 
Tara' s income at her after-school job is important for keeping her family financially 
solvent. This is unfortunate, because Tara speaks vehemently about how she "hate[s] 
school. I hate school. I find school to be, well, I hate high school, but urn, to get to what I 
need, I got to do it and I won' t stop." She knows, deep down, that she needs to keep 
going in school especially because her "mom says stay in school till I'm 75." But these 
words are hollow. They are not meaningful to Tara, because her mother hasn't followed 
them. Tara intimately knows that her mother' s life "didn't work out so well," which is 
why Tara is protecting her future from her mother. Her mother hasn' t helped demonstrate 
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to her daughter how she might reach these goals on her own, other than planning to take 
her on a few college tours. 
Patrikakou' s (1997) quantitative study examined the role of parental expectations 
on students' perceptions and students' expectations and found "the power of parental 
expectations is so strong that its effect impacted directly not only the block of 
perceptions, as it was hypothesized but the variable of student expectations as well" (p. 
21). Patrikakou's study did not differentiate between aspirations and expectations, which 
the current study did by closely attending to the students' language and their use of the 
terms "should" versus "want." By doing so, the current study's first major finding was 
that working class parents' aspirations and expectations for their adolescents to go to 
college impacted working class adolescents' expectations that they should go to college. 
This finding was evident in the pattern that emerged in working class adolescents 
whose language reflected that they knew what their parents, hoped and expected for their 
academic future, and they adopted this as their own expectation. One reason the working 
class adolescents may make their parents' aspirations and expectations their own is 
because it is framed as their parents' dream and it is paired with the parents' belief that 
their adolescent children can and will meet this goal. Adolescents may perceive this 
coupling of aspirations and expectations to be uplifting and provides them with much-
needed confidence to pursue higher education. 
However, not all adolescents react positively to their parents' dreams for them. 
Within the working class sample, there was a set of identical twins who had very 
different perceptions of their parents' aspirations. Specifically, there was Didi, the twin 
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who was in AP courses, whose parents wanted her to go to a good college, and she 
seemed to, for the most part, react positively and accept her mother' s advice about 
pursuing a career in medicine for "stability" (demonstrating a strong degree of concern 
for her parents' expectations). Then there was Issie, Didi's identical twin sister, who 
reacted negatively to her parents' wishes for her because she wanted to be independent 
and do what her mother had advised her not to do. The differences may be because Didi 
appeared to be closer to her parents than Issie; however, these twins illustrate the 
multifaceted nature of adolescents' and parents' aspirations and how they can be 
interpreted positively or negatively, even in one family, depending, it seems, on the 
strength or quality of the relationship between the parent and child. 
The third line of research that this study adds to is the quantitative research done 
by Chen and Lan (1998). They surveyed high school sophomores in China and the United 
States on adolescents ' independence (versus obedient feelings) , acceptance (of parents' 
advice), and familism (degree to which students were concerned with their parents' 
expectations for academic achievement). While they didn' t find any significant 
differences between the two populations on these measures, they did fmd that students' 
strong feelings of independence were related, seemingly naturally, to having aspirations 
that were not aligned with their parents. In their conclusions they discuss how future 
research should focus "not only on the importance of parental expectations for their 
children's academic performance, but also the processes by which children perceive this 
influence" (Chen & Lan, 1998, p. 3). The process ofhow adolescents perceive this 
influence was detailed in the previous section; however, the current study does not 
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support their finding that student aspirations are not necessarily congruent with parent 
aspirations. While not all the adolescents in the current study had aspirations that were 
congruent with their parents' aspirations, almost half of the working class sample of 
students aligned with their parents' aspirations and expectations. 14 
While this study was primarily made up of adolescents of Caucasian descent, 
there were three Asian-American students, all in the working class sample. Two of these 
Asian adolescents, Ky and Faith, clearly accepted and obeyed their parents' advice (e.g., 
Ky had to do well in school or else his parents would put him in the military; Faith was 
going into the biotechnology field because her mother told her to). Both these adolescents 
had a high level of familism-possibly resulting from the parents' threats or 
instructions-because their academic achievement was essential not only to their own 
future, but to their parents who expected their children to "take care of' them or "make 
money" to help them when they got older. The third Asian student did not accept his 
parents' advice. This may be due to the fact that he recently immigrated to the United 
States from the Philippines after his father died to live with his mother and stepfather, 
neither of whom he talks to very much. 
Within the professional class sample, there were also differences between parents' 
aspirations and adolescents' aspirations. Most notably, adolescents spoke about wanting 
to travel and study the arts and photography. These themes were for the most part absent 
from the working class adolescents' aspirations. The parents in the professional sample 
14 It is worth noting that determining if parents' aspirations match adolescents' aspirations is complicated 
due to the fact that often parents' aspirations were vague (N=9), which left the adolescents with the 
opportunity to interpret this how they wished. 
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were also more likely to emphasize going to a "good college," which seemed to refer to 
as a private college or university (never a state college or university). 
Fourth, there was the quantitative study by Kaplan et al. (2001) that found a 
significant positive correlation between parents ' educational attainment and perceived 
parental educational expectations for their children. This finding is supported in the 
current study, which determined that more professional class adolescents (whose parents 
had all been to college or graduate school) than working class adolescents perceived their 
parents' educational expectations were for them to go to graduate school. Five young 
women had parents who expected them to go to graduate school and there were only two 
working class students, both young women, whose parents expected them to go on to 
graduate or medical school. 
Finally, there is a study by Urdan et al. (2007) that found five spheres of family 
influence: (1) family pleasing; (2) family obligation; (3) family support; (4) aversive 
influence; and ( 5) lack of influence. The researcher saw examples of all five of these 
themes in her own work, with some to a greater extent than others. The concept of family 
pleasing was evident in Riley's response about how she was grateful for her parents, 
because "everything they've done has made me who I am." She went on: 
I mean I want to make them proud I guess, so and it's, like, I guess it's, like, 
easier to see when parents do things to mess kids up than when they do things to 
make them successful and I know they didn't mess me up, I hope. I guess it's just 
like, I see a lot of places, I just know parents are a huge impact on their kids, so. 
This sense of making parents proud was even tinged with an intergenerational influence, 
where Amy spoke about how: 
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My biggest goal in life is to make my parents proud. 'Cause that's what my dad's, 
he's always wanted to make his parents proud 'cause he has to live up to them. I'd 
just like to make my parents proud of me. 
Then, there was family obligation, which was clear in Faith's interview. She knew her 
mother had "always advocated us to have a good education or, like, not end up like her, 
so. And, urn, in the future we might be able to take care of her." It is laid out in one 
breath for Faith: She is expected to take care of her mother because her mother helped her 
get a good education. Faith accepts this obligation because of her mother's hard work as a 
file clerk, which she sees as allowing her to pursue a higher education. 
Thirdly, the theme of family support-indicative ofthe authoritative parenting 
style combined with high expectations-was evident in Krista, the budding feminist. 
Krista knows that she will be accepted and loved by her parents regardless of the 
professional career path she chooses. She explained that her parents 
hope whatever I want, they are happy that I want to be an engineer. They are all 
excited for me because they know I love it and my dad's like: "You are going to 
make a lot of money doing that." He's happy. They are going to support me, like 
whether I wanted to be a business person or an engineer or a teacher they would 
support me either way, so. 
This all-encompassing parental support seems to provide adolescents with the confidence 
to aim high. 
Then there was aversive influence, which Urdan et al. (2007) documented in two 
ways: (1) negative role models, which was evident in this study with the working class 
young women seeing and hearing their mothers tell them to not use themselves as an 
example because they hadn't finished college; and (2) negative affect. The concept of 
negative affect, where parents didn't expect their children to succeed academically and 
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their children wanted to prove them wrong, essentially out of spite, was not evident in 
this study. This may be due to the fact the sample for this study was drawn from a highly 
respected public high school in Massachusetts, which parents seek out so that their 
children may have a strong education. 
Finally, there is the lack of influence theme. Initially, the researcher debated the 
presence of this theme in her data, but after further analysis decided it was evident in at 
least one interview. This was the interview with Hillary, the youngest of eleven-whose 
twin brother had dropped out of high school-lived with her mother who is unemployed. 
When the researcher asked Hillary, "Did your parents ever talk to you about school or 
what they, you know, wanted for you?" her response was: "Nah, I don't think so." Then, 
when she was asked what the conversations at home focused on, she stated: "Ah ... 
probably just like making sure the house is clean and picking up after ourselves." But she 
also told the researcher how she knew her parents expected her "to go to college and 
graduate and then, like, get a job." So, while she isn't talking to her parents a lot about 
school, she does seem to know her parents' expectations. 
Implications for Practice 
Parents' expectations and aspirations are highly related to academic achievement; 
therefore, knowing the processes that transmit these expectations and aspirations is 
crucial to raising the achievement level in the United States of America. This study's 
findings have implications for those within the family and those outside the family. For 
parents, this study demonstrates the potency of the educational actions that they took in 
the past to earn (or not) a college degree and the educational actions they are taking 
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currently (or not) with their adolescents. This study illustrates how perhaps the best 
insurance for their child's future education is what parents have accomplished with their 
own education attainment (which, of course, they can't change now). While the parents 
who didn't go to college can encourage, sometimes even plead, for their children to do 
better, these words are often dwarfed by the parents' failure to have done it themselves. If 
parents didn't complete a higher education, then the next best step is for them to partner 
with their adolescent while they pursue their college search. By sharing in this endeavor 
as equals, they can positively support their adolescents' transition to higher education. 
They can also support their children throughout their growing up in a variety of 
ways. When they are younger, they can help with school work when needed (e.g., Isaac 
spoke about how his mother "would always get out project materials and all that poster 
board and stuff like that to help me," which helped him do his best); in high school they 
can help find internships so that their children may get experience in a career field before 
they commit fully to it (e.g., Elizabeth's parents helped her secure a vet internship, and 
afterward she decided against this path, and Sally's mother was helping her find a nursing 
internship); and finally, simply by being loving parents who provide for their family (e.g., 
Mary Ann was grateful for all that her parents had done for her to get this far). 
For school administrators, this study is a testament to the importance of their work 
with adolescents, especially first-generation college students. This particular group of 
adolescents relies heavily on administrators such as guidance counselors and 
schoolteachers. These significant others are responsible for giving working class 
adolescents expectations to attend college, critical knowledge so they can make informed 
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decisions about colleges, and even excitement about pursuing a higher education. 
Moreover, it seems that it may be advisable for guidance counselors to spend more time 
with working class students, who seem to have a higher need for their services than some 
professional class students. Finally, these individuals should be, and likely already are, 
aware that their students are attending to, and modeling themselves after, them not only 
when they are teaching or counseling in an official school capacity, but also when they 
are speaking casually to their students. 
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research 
This study is limited because it contains interviews for students from only a single public 
high school in Massachusetts. Therefore, these findings are not generalizable to other 
high schools, public or private. It also didn't include interviews with parents or 
significant others, due to feasibility issues concerning the number of parents who would 
have the time to participate in the study. Looking back, however, the researcher thinks 
that these voices would have provided much-needed triangulation and placed the 
students' responses in a comparative context. Both parents and significant others matter 
greatly to children, and hearing their voices and how they perceive themselves as models 
or as having helped their children navigate the pathway to college would have 
strengthened this study. Future research warrants inclusion of these adults in the 
interview process. 
Moreover, there was a very low number of young men (N=9) in this sample, 
which prevented the researcher from drawing meaningful conclusions within this gender 
group and between the gender groups. While the researcher attempted to have equal 
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representations of boys, this may simply be a product of more young women returning 
the informed consents than young men. Future research will want to carefully consider 
how best to recruit young men so that their voices concerning aspirations and 
expectations are heard in comparable numbers to young women. 
Secondly, due to the nature of the data, one cannot draw causal conclusions from 
this study; one can only assess the concepts that emerged from the interviews. And, while 
this study relied on one-time, in-person, semistructured interviews, it would have been 
useful to have added multiple visits to observe these individuals (e.g., in class, on the 
sports field, in their homes). This would have allowed for extended conversations to help 
develop a more complete picture of the sources of adolescent aspirations and perhaps a 
clearer understanding of the distinction between parental expectations and adolescent 
self-expectations. This would have assisted in confirming or disconfirming that the 
adolescents' behavior matched their verbal responses and moved deeper into hearing the 
adolescents' "stories," rather than just detailed responses to interview questions. Simply 
put, this was interview research, not "portraiture" (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffmann-
Davis, 1997). 
Thirdly, while this study set out to examine the concepts of aspirations and 
expectations, it found another concept that deserves future research: parental regret. This 
concept, that working class parents regret not having completed a college degree, ties 
directly in to the current research that the number-one regret Americans have is in 
relation to education (Roese & Summerville, 2005). It would be fascinating to interview 
the parents to see if this concept resonates with them as much as it seems to with their 
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children. Also, it would be useful to ask them to talk about what actions they took with 
their children that may have influenced their adolescents' educational future. 
Finally, this study took place over the course of six months, with 14 ofthe 
interviews taking place in the spring and 16 taking place in the fall. This was not ideal, 
but was necessary, given the slow rate of return of the informed consents. While the 
conversations didn't differ dramatically, the students who were seniors in the spring 
spoke about where they were going to college, whereas the adolescents who were seniors 
in the fall were earlier in the college search process. Ideally, interviewing all the seniors 
(instead of juniors and seniors) in the spring, at the end of their college search process, 
might have been more beneficial as a way of tying aspirations more directly to where 
they were going (or not going) to college. 
Conclusions 
The findings of this study contribute to the work of previous research in the area of 
parental aspirations and expectations. The current research indicates that adolescents 
learn of their parents' aspirations and expectations through a combination of 
conversations with parents, observations of parents' involvement in the adolescents' 
academic process and actions parents took toward their own higher education. 
Adolescents from a working class background often find their parents who didn't go to 
college to be powerful negative role models, while adolescents from a professional class 
background, particularly young women, find their mothers to be powerful positive role 
models. While not all adolescents' aspirations match their parents' aspirations, this study 
did fmd that working class adolescents' expectations seem to stern from their parents' 
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aspirations and expectations and that significant others (e.g., high school teachers, 
guidance counselors, and coaches) are instrumental in turning this dream into a reality. 
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APPENDIX A: ASSENT FORM 
Boston University 
School of Education, 2 Silber Way, Boston, MA 02215 
Adolescents' internalization of parents' aspirations and expectations 
Title of Project: Adolescents' internalization of parents' aspirations and 
expectations 
Principal Investigator: Katherine Meyer Moran 
Study Background and Purpose 
We want to tell you about something we are doing called a research study. A research 
study is when doctors collect a lot of information to learn more about something. A 
research study may be like a science experiment or collecting information to solve a 
mystery. The researchers doing this study are interested in learning more about teenagers' 
ideas about their future school and life goals. We would like you to be in the study 
because you are a teenager. 
After we tell you about it, we will ask if you'd like to be in this study or not. 
What Happens in This Research Study 
If you agree to be in the study, you will be interviewed. The researcher will ask you a 
series of questions about what you want for yourself in the future and what your parents 
want for you in the future. The research will take place within your high school and the 
research interview will last for 45-60 minutes. 
Risks and Discomforts 
Some things that you may not like may happen because you are in this research. For 
example, one thing that might or could happen is that you are asked a question by the 
researcher that you don't like or understand or don't want to respond to. In this case, you 
can just refuse to participate or discontinue participation at anytime without any sort of 
problem. 
Also, there is a chance that people, including your parents, may fmd out some private 
information about you from this research. 
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There may be some other things that happen that we don't know about right now. If we 
find out about any of these things we will let you know and you can decide if you want to 
stay in the research or not. 
Benefits 
Something good might happen to you if you participate in this research but you might not 
have any benefit from joining. 
By joining in this study we think you will have the opportunity to reflect on your 
relationship with your parents about your future plans and goals. And, even if you don't 
think this will benefit you, if you participate in this research it could help others by 
teaching researchers and educators about how teenagers hear and make meaning about 
what their parents say and how this may impact academic achievement. 
Alternatives 
Your alternative is to not participate in this study. 
Costs/ Payments 
The only cost to you for this research is your time. 
You will not be paid to participate in this research study. 
Confidentiality 
The researchers will do their best to keep the information that you tell them private. They 
will explain to you how they will do this. They will tell you if they plan to tell your 
parents, teachers or others any information that they learn from you while doing this 
research. 
Even though they will try to keep the information private there is a chance that someone 
who is not part of the study will learn some private information about you if you join this 
research study. Ask the researchers about this if you have any questions. 
The researcher will not link the interview data to your name. Additionally, the electronic 
data will be stored in a password protected computer and the paper data in a locked filing 
cabinet, to which only the principal investigator will have the key. No names will be 
associated with the data and all the audio-recordings will be destroyed within three years 
ofthe study's completion. 
Voluntary Participation 
Do you have to be in this study? No, you don't. No one will make you if you don't want 
to do this. Just tell the researchers if you decide not to do it. No one will be mad at you or 
change how they take care of you because you don't want to participate. 
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If you decide to join and then later change your mind and want to quit it is ok. If you 
decide to join, but then don't want to answer some of the questions now or later that is 
ok. 
Contacts 
If you have questions regarding this research or if you think you are being hurt by the 
research now or later you or your parents can contact Katherine Meyer Moran at 
802.318.8576 or kcmeyer@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
If you sign this assent form it means that you have read it or it has been read to you. It 
also means that you have been given the chance to ask questions about the study you're 
your questions have been answered. If you sign this it means that you are agreeing to 
participate and no one is forcing you. 
The researchers will give you a copy of the consent form if you wish. 
Printed name of Subject 
Signature of Subject Date 
Printed name of Person Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
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APPENDIX B: PARENT INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
Boston University 
School of Education, 2 Silber Way, Boston, MA 02215 
INFORMED CONSENT FOR NON-MEDICAL RESEARCH 
Adolescents' internalization of parents' aspirations and expectations 
Parents 
Your child is invited to participate in a research study conducted by Katherine Meyer 
Moran, M.A., the Principal Investigator, and her faculty advisor, Alan K. Gaynor, Ph.D., 
at Boston University, because your child is an adolescent who is completing public high 
school and is thinking about what they want to do in life afterwards. Your child's 
participation is voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask questions 
about anything you do not understand, before deciding whether your child should 
participate. Please take as much time as you need to read the consent form. You may also 
decide to discuss participation with your family or friends. If you decide to have your 
child participate, you will be asked to sign this form. You will be given a copy of this 
form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
This study aims to better understand, through the stories of high school students, the 
nature of the life aspirations and educational expectations their parents (and significant 
others) have for them and how the students' hear, perceive, and internalize these 
aspirations and expectations and how they shape their aspirations for and expectations of 
themselves. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If your child volunteers to participate in this study, your child will be asked to talk about 
their aspirations and expectations for life and education and how they relate, if at all, to 
the aspirations and expectations that their parents, or possibly significant others, have for 
them. Some of the interview questions include: What do you want to be when you get out 
of school? What do you hope for you, yourself, in the future? Your child's answers will 
be audio-recorded; however, your child does not have to participate in this research study 
if he or she does not wish to be audio-recorded. The one-time interview should only take 
about 45 minutes and will occur during school hours on school grounds in a private room 
with the principal investigator, Katherine Meyer Moran. 
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POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There are very minimal risks for participating in this study; however, if your child is 
asked a question that he or she does not like, or understand, or does not want to respond 
to, than he or she can refuse to participate in, or withdraw from, this study at any point in 
time without any sort of problem. There is also a chance that some adolescents may 
become uncomfortable, even angry, about the questions the Principal Investigator is 
asking. In this event, the Principal Investigator will stop asking the adolescent the 
questions and the interview will end and will not be included in the final sample. 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TOP ARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
The Principal Investigator anticipates that there are potential benefits to your child for 
participating in this study. By being involved in this study, your child will have the 
opportunity to reflect on his or her relationships with you around his or her life goals and 
future plans. The anticipated benefits to society include helping teach researchers and 
educators about how adolescents hear and interpret what their parents say and how this 
may impact their academic achievement. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional Review Board 
may access the data. Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the institution and by regulators responsible for research oversight such 
as the Office of Human Research Protections and the Boston University Institutional 
Review Board. 
The IRB reviews and monitors research studies to protect the rights and welfare of 
research subjects. 
The data will be stored in a password protected computer and locked filing cabinets that 
only Katherine Meyer Moran will have access to. No names will be associated with the 
adolescents' interviews. There is a chance the audio-recordings may be used for 
educational purposes. If this occurs, no names will be associated with the data and, in any 
case, the audio-recordings will be destroyed within three years ofthe study's completion. 
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When the results of the research are published or discussed in conferences, no identifiable 
information will be used. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your child's participation is fully voluntary. Your child's refusal to participate will 
involve no penalty or loss of benefits to which your child is otherwise entitled. Your child 
may withdraw consent at any time. Your child is free to decline participation or 
discontinue participation at any time without penalty. You are not waiving any legal 
claims, rights or remedies because of your child's participation in this research study. As 
previously mentioned, there is also a chance that some adolescents may become 
uncomfortable, even angry, about the questions the Principal Investigator is asking. In 
this event, the Principal Investigator will stop asking the adolescent the questions and the 
interview will not be included in the sample. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact: 
Katherine Meyer Moran at 802.318.8576, kcmeyer@bu.edu, 755 Commonwealth 
Avenue, Boston MA 02215 or Alan K. Gaynor at 617.353.3307, agaynor@bu.edu, 2 
Silber Way, Boston, MA 02215. 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your child's rights as a research 
participant you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided below. You may 
obtain further information about your child's rights as a research subject by contacting 
the Boston University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-
358-6115 or irb@bu.edu. 
SIGNATURE OF PARENT 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to ask questions. 
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to let my son or 
daughter participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name of Parent 
Signature of Parent Date 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 
I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her questions. I 
believe that he/she understands the information described in this document and freely 
consents to participate. 
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Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
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APPENDIX C: OPEN-ENDED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR ADOLESCENTS 
1) What do you want to be when you get out of school? 
2) What do you not want to be/do? 
3) Take a minute, what is the difference between hope and expectations? 
4) What do you hope for you, yourself in the future? For school? For work? 
5) What do you think your parents hope for you? For school? For work? 
6) How do you know this is what your parents hope for you? 
7) What did they say? What did they do? 
8) How far do you think you should go in school? 
9) How far do your parents think you should go in school? 
1 0) How have your parents explained this expectation? Describe what that looks like. 
11) What will happen if you don't reach your parents' expectations? 
12) What do you think you should do for work? 
13) What do your parents think you should do for work? 
14) How do your parents shape your plans for the future? For school? For work? 
15) How do your friends, relatives, or teachers shape your plans for work and school? 
16) What do your friends, relatives, or teachers expect you will do? For school? For 
work? 
17) Do you have anything to add? 
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